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Translator’s introduction 


The Tao Te Ching is well known as one of the most widely read of world classics. 
Over two thousand years old, it has long been considered to contain essential 
secrets of life and is the subject of hundreds of commentaries. These explanations 
of the Tao Te Ching by Huang Yuanji, a practicing Taoist, are highly prized in 
modern times and have been called the finest of all for techniques of personal 


cultivation. 



Introduction 


By Huang Yuanji 

Hie paths of the Three Doctrines of Taoism, Buddhism, and 
Confucianism are just the Way of Sages. Confucians call it 
perfect sincerity Buddhists call it true emptiness. Taoists 
call it the gold elixir. They are all the one energy of 
cosmic space, which permeates sky, earth, humanity, and all 
beings and things. 

Only sages individually search out its source and reach its 
limit, none other than the empty sphere of the sky. This is 
how they become sages. It can be hard and can be soft, may 
be round and may be square—no formal description can be 
applied to it, no sound or scent can capture it. The spiritual 



development deriving from it is inexhaustibly marvelous, 
with something unfathomable about it, seemingly all 
spontaneous. 

What is fundamental by nature is not more in sages or less 
in ordinary people, but equal; below these too, even the 
smallest birds, animals, plants, and trees all share with 
sages this same one energy, this same one inner reality 

Consider how hard it would be to measure the water in an 
ocean; yet the whole ocean full is water, and a cupful is 
water too. What gives life to the various sea creatures is 
this water, and what gives nourishment to the various sea 
creatures is this water too. Tire energy of space is like the 
water of an ocean—sky, earth, sages, savants, humanity, 



creatures, and things, in spite of all their complex variety 
and infinite diversity, when first energized and formed, are 
this same one energy. Outside of this, there is no life- 
giving energy, and no physiological structure. The only 
distinctions are in the individual differences in formation 
and endowment. 

Mencius said, “Tire sage kings Yao and Shun were the same 
as other people.” He also said, “Tire difference between 
humans and animals is slight.” That’s for sure! Tire ways of 
the world are deteriorating day by day, unstoppably, and 
popular habits are becoming increasingly frivolous. Even 
though the Great Way is in ordinary life, people often 
identify it with hokum and eccentricity. 



So Confucians are all the more non-Confucian, Buddhists 
too are non-Buddhist, and Taoists are increasingly non- 
Taoist. If someone doesn’t point out the root source and 
dig out the opening and the subtlety, the Great Way may 
become even more obscure and unclear, while human 
hearts become increasingly corrupt and unruly. 

This tendency will eventually lead them to be like birds and 
beasts, even plants or trees, so sages and savants will be as 
good as useless. The Great Way is growing ever more 
precarious; no one in the world can bear the responsibility 
for this culture! Now we are in a prosperous era, and the 
land is at peace. Happening to meet Taoist friends on 
famous mountains discussing mysteries and talking of 
subtleties, I have been listening closely for a long time. It 



really not empty talk. 



I. Comprehending the Way 
A way that can be spoken is not the 
eternal Way; 

A name that can be named is not the 
name of the eternal. 

The nameless is the beginning of sky 
and earth; 

The named is the mother of all things. 
Therefore you observe its subtlety 
always without desire, 

You observe the openings always with 
desire. 

These two have the same source but 
dilferent names; 

Alik e they are called mysteries. 



The mystery of mysteries is the 
gateway to all subtleties. 



Master Chu said, “Tire way is like a road by which all 
people go.” In fact it is the common principle that 
produces the sky, produces the earth, produces humankind, 
and produces all beings and things. Therefore it is called 
the Way. 

Before sky and earth had divided, this Way was suspended 
in cosmic space. After sky and earth separated, this Way 
lodged in the sky and earth. 

What way is this Way? Preceding sky and earth, it lasts 
forever; after sky and earth, it will not deteriorate. 
Originating before sky and earth, merged with the 
nothingness of space, it is imperceptible. Therefore Lao 
Tzu says that to verbalize the Way is a waste, and obscures; 



really there is nothing to be said. Whatever can be spoken 
of is just perception of the Way, not the real eternal Way 
itself. To say its name is void of any substance, for really 
there’s nothing to name. Whatever can be named is just 
dregs of the Way, not the name of real eternity. 

If people do not know the Way, how can they contemplate 
it? The Classic of poetry says, “Holding up the highest 
heavens, soundless, scentless, the Way cannot be spoken of 
as existing.” Also, “Binding the order of Nature in endless 
care, the Way cannot be called nonexistent.” It should be 
realized that within complete nothingness there is ultimate 
existence, and within complete emptiness there is the 
perfectly substantial. 



Hie Way really cannot be described in terms of location, 
but Lao Tzu compassionately comes to the rescue with an 
extensive sermon, saying that primordial chaos was 
originally undifferentiated, with no forms whatsoever. 

Even though there were no names, yet sky and earth, people 
and things, all develop herein, so it is considered the 
beginning of sky and earth. 

Once energetic potential stirs after it has been still for a 
long time, then there is what can be named, as the dynamic, 
harmonious energy of creation circulates through the 
universe and nurtures all living beings. Therefore it is 
considered the mother of all things. 


“Beginning” means before sky and earth had separated, a 



mass of creative energy was there holding them. “Mother” 
means once sky and earth had separated, thereafter one 
energy produced myriad beings. 

When learners begin practical application, there is no 
particular technique other than simply sitting upright 
single-minded, letting all thoughts disappear, lowering your 
eyelids and putting your attention below your heart and 
above your genitals; there vaguely seems to be a cave of 
empty nothingness. Keep your attention there, returning to 
it with each breath as you exhale and inhale. Just 
concentrate on mind and breath congealing; focused on the 
center of your torso, before long mind and breath, spirit 
and energy, will become one. 



When this happens, let them merge completely, without 
arousing any distinct consciousness of it. After a long time 
like this, lost in abstraction, you enter the homeland of 
nothing whatsoever. Now you do not know if the mind is 
going into the breath or the breath is coming to the mind; 
there is no person, no self—what earth is there, what sky 
and stars? And yet you are not senseless. If you make 
yourself senseless, you’ll just turn into dead wood and cold 
ashes. Here practitioners should “extinguish the stirring 
mind, but not extinguish the aware mind.” 

This is being knowing but as if ignorant, being intelligent 
but not exploiting it. On the border of no knowledge and 
no awareness, suddenly you awaken all at once and become 
activated. This is the foundation of the absolute. 



It is imperative to know that in this awakening only what is 
spontaneous and natural, not due to any impression, is our 
original true awareness. Taoists call this the subtle opening 
of the mysterious pass. It is all in an out breath and an in 
breath. On breath in, it becomes yin, becomes still, 
becomes nothing; on breathing out, it becomes yang, 
becomes active, becomes being. So this single breath, 
small as it is, still has the subtle opening. 

If people want to cultivate true awakening, only this 
moment of awakening and activation has a genuine, actual, 
evident, certain, original person with no opinions and no 
affectations. 



So it is said that within this awakening sky and earth 
produce myriad beings; with this awakening the human body 
crystallizes the gold pill. But this awakening is like a flash 
of lightning, like a spark of fire; now it’s there, in the blink 
of an eye it’s not. There’s only a very small window of 
opportunity; learners try to be clearly aware in everyday 
life so when the moment comes they can stabilize the 
awakening. Tire greatly enlightened Buddhas since ancient 
times all developed through cumulative repetition of this 
awakening. 

When practitioners start the work, where will they begin if 
not from desire and desirelessness, observing subtlety and 
watching the opening? Even so, nonbeing and being, 
subtlety and opening, are none other than the stillness of 



yin and the activity of yang; one energy divides into two 
energies, and the two energies return to one. That’s all. By 
activation after long stillness, being is produced from 
within nonbeing; this is called living midnight, when yang is 
produced. By reversion to stillness after activity is 
consummated, being returns to nonbeing. This is called 
reporting back, returning to the root. In sum, this is all the 
yin and yang into which the absolute divides. Though the 
two have different names, their reality comes from one and 
the same source. Lao Tzu calls this the mystery of 
mysteries, meaning it is very profound. 

If learners want to attain the profound Way, they must quiet 
down and become still, steady and stable, with nothing 
inside. This is observing the subtle without desire. This is 



one mystery. Then when the energetic potential is 
activated, even though there is awareness you don’t 
conceive any view; even though there is action, you don’t 
entertain any idea of action. There is one mind, without 
second thoughts. This is contemplating the opening with 
desire. This is another mystery. 

When you get to the mystery of mysteries, this is where 
you really return to the root. What is it but the gateway to 
all subtleties? Regrettably, ordinary people have this 
subtlety and opening but don’t know how to develop them 
directly, so they keep opening then closing again, to the 
point of exhaustion. Complete people, when the 
mysterious opening does open up, see it with certainty at 
once, and realize it with certainty at once. Keeping it there, 



they nurture it, not letting it slip away for even a moment. 
That is how they go directly to the supreme source and 
become great enlightened golden immortals. 

The initial work is in one opening, the mysterious pass. 

Lao Tzu’s first chapter uses the nameless and the named, 
observing the subtle and observing the opening, to point it 
out, sufficiently to show the key to cultivating the Way. No 
further progress is possible without this opening of the 
mysterious pass. Therefore the opening four lines explain 
the root source of the Great Way: it is actually formless, 
with no description, impossible to find out by thought. 

Now the beginning , before the separation of sky and earth, 
undifferentiated, without a trace, is when people cultivate 
stillness. When sky and earth suddenly separate, stillness 



comes to an end and there is movement, awakening 
awareness; this is the beginning foundation for refining the 
elixir of inner alchemy, when people watch over energy in 
movement. This moment cannot be attained without the 
pearl of knowledge and the sword of wisdom. 

In sum, where thoughts occur is the mystic female. This is 
actually the starting point of the opening up of sky and 
earth, the production and development of people and 
things. Spiritual immortals since ancient times have all 
reached attainment by way of this potential activated on 
awakening. 

Observing the subtle without desire and observing the 
opening with desire are both rooted in the alternation of 



stillness and movement, so they have the same source but 
different names. Whatever has shape and form is 
conceivable and measurable, but this subtlety and opening, 
nothing yet there, there yet not, really cannot be placed or 
defined. No matter how loquacious or eloquent you might 
be, you still can’t say a word about it. That’s why it’s called 
the mystery of mysteries. But learners shouldn’t view it as 
utter obscurity and fail to seek a real resolution. If you can 
actually find certainty here, others may see it as vague, but 
for you it really is reliable. After a long time at this, a 
touch of the hand brings spring and everywhere is the 
Way! 



II. Personal Cultivation 
When everyone in the world 
acknowledges beauty as beauty, this 
bad. 

When everyone in the world 
acknowledges good as good, this is 
not good. 

So being and nothingness produce 
each other, 

hard and easy make each other, 
long and short form each other, 
high and low reverse each other, 
sound and tone complement each 
other, 

before and after follow each other. 



Therefore sages manage uncontrived 
matters 

and carry out unspoken instruction: 
if all people act on it, there is no 
alienation; 

producing without being possessive, 
acting without presumption, 
successful without dwelling on it, 
just because of not dwelling on it 
therefore it doesn’t go away. 



There’s an old saying, “I urge you to find out where you 
were born; returning to the root, going back to the source, 
is the best of medicines.” It’s also said, “Find out the 
beginning of receiving life with the birth of the body; don’t 
be surprised if the celestial mechanism has been divulged.” 
Looking at it from this perspective, we can see that the 
beginning of life is the unadulterated design of nature, 
without any flaws. To say beautiful or ugly, to say bad or 
good, is all detrimental to the Way. 

So what is the Way ultimately like? In Confucianism it is 
called hidden and subtle —therein is an invisible, inaudible 
essence. Buddhists call it That —therein is reality with no 
good or bad. Taoists call it the mysterious pass —therein 
is a secret beyond thought. The Great Way is based directly 



on this: once you conceive an image you fall into 
stereotype; once you attempt to describe it, you lapse into 
cliche. Even though spiritual immortals since ancient 
times have praised the wonders of the Way in terms of 
beauty and goodness, these are abstract—the images are no 
real indication. 

This is because when you construe beauty, then there is 
ugliness in contrast. When you construe goodness, then 
there is the repugnant in contrast. Indeed, if there is 
appreciation, there is also dislike; and if there is approval, 
there is also repulsion. This is temporal yin and yang, with 
opposition, compassion, and mixture; it is not the primal, 
whole original energy. That is why Lao Tzu says when 
everyone acknowledges beauty as beauty this is bad, and 



when everyone recognizes good as good this is not good. 

So we know if people don’t seek the immaterial unified 
energy but just talk of the fine as fine and the good as good 
this is abandoning the fundamental to pursue the secondary. 

Lao Tzu specifically points out the starting work, telling 
everyone that whenever people sit, first they should let go 
of all mental objects, so that nothing at all is lodged in your 
chest. This is lowering the eyes and focusing awareness in 
the elixir field of empty nothingness. To stabilize your 
mind, you need to tune your breathing; and to tune your 
breathing you need to steady your mind. After a long time 
at this, mind and breath will merge into a single whole, and 
in an instant spontaneously enter into a state of profound 
abstraction. This is called nothingness. 



When you reach the extreme of nothingness, suddenly you 
wake up and are activated. This is called being. At this 
moment, from within the compass center we produce an 
undifferentiated continuous stable yet lively mind standing 
on breath, breath circulating by mind, knowing without 
knowledge, aware without awareness. Thereupon the door 
of the mystic female is established. 

Through this, carefully keep to the compass center, 
stabilize the mind outside of images; as you breathe out and 
in, try to make each breath return to the mystic opening, 
while breathing naturally. This is the root of heaven and 
earth, people and things, the source of sages and savants, 
immortals and Buddhas. For us Taoists, this is the secret 



mechanism of Nature, which is not to be casually revealed. 


For practitioners’ application, seeking it in the infinite, 
where it is ungraspable, is not comparable to seeking it in 
yin and yang, where there’s something substantial to rely 
on. When the text says being and nothingness produce 
each other, this is nothing more than alternating from 
movement to stillness and stillness to movement, going out 
the mystery and in the female, harmonizing yin and yang. 

Hard and easy make each other —this is no more than 
being firm yet flexible, flexible yet firm. This combination 
is the meaning of the alchemical terms cauldron and 
furnace, lute and sword, cooking and warming. 



Long and short form each other is exit and entry, 
exhalation and inhalation, going and coming along the 
active and passive channels up the spine into the head and 
down the center of the torso to the lower abdomen, with 
the route down the front short and the route up the back 
long. 

High and low reverse each other means the fire of 
consciousness is above, but you cause it to descend; the 
water of desire is below, but you cause it to rise. The 
reverse of above and below is the subtle use of alchemical 
water and fire. 

Sound and tone complement each other means the mind 
relaxes the breathing becomes long, slow, and gentle, 



energy circulating freely throughout the body. Not only do 
calling cranes cry and the flock responds with the same 
voice —they come spontaneously without being called. 

Before and after follow each other means driving energy 
up the spine at the midnight of mental quietude, and letting 
it descend in front at the noon of open awareness. Hie 
creative and the receptive interact, joining harmoniously in 
one, inseparable. 

Hiese are several examples of returning to the primal 
infinite by way of temporal yin and yang. Sages know the 
source of the Way is profound and clam, with no signs, 
clear, traceless. When it comes to managing matters, they 
consider it best not to be contrived, and all look up to their 



non-interfering manner. Their practical instruction is 
mainly unspoken, as they themselves rely on the subtlety of 
preserving the spirit beyond change. 

When sages act, everyone watches; what alienation would 
there be? Hence they plow their fields, dig wells, and are 
enabled to live and develop, while ultimately forgetting 
their activity. Opening springs, regulating their flow, 
diligently giving guidance to civilize everyone, thus causing 
their merit to fill the world and their fame to be heard 
everywhere, yet sages are embarrassed as if it were empty 
reputation and they never really accomplished anything. As 
the Book of Documents says, “Just don’t be conceited and 
proud, and no one in the world will contend with you.” 



Hie competitive still have contentious ideas oblivious of 
others. This danger is resolved in the realm of spirituality, 
the natural unity of unaffected stability, just taking to what’s 
comfortable for you and not forgetting the reality of self- 
mastery. This is the sense of ancient sayings about looking 
upon wealth and status as like passing clouds and 
abandoning success and fame like worn-out shoes. 

However, when the Way is accomplished, virtue is naturally 
established; when the reality is reached, the name naturally 
accrues. So even though sages don’t dwell on their 
accomplishments, later generations everywhere all laud 
their way nonetheless. This means they don’t talk about 
their achievements, but their achievements are like the sun 
and moon; they don’t talk about their fame, but their names 



are honored past and present. So just because of not 
dwelling on it, therefore itdoesn’t go away. 

Learners need to nurture reality that is not prettified from 
within absolute emptiness and utter stillness—only that 
amounts to having a basis for cultivating refinement. What 
is the foundation of that way? It is the opening of the 
mysterious pass. There is no life without this. For those 
who cultivate the Way, there is no so-called Way without 
this opening of the mysterious pass. If you take beauty and 
goodness to be the Way, that is still in the realm of 
temporal pollution. Lao Tzu says this to alert people, 
hoping they’ll follow the flow back to the source. 
Otherwise, the epithets of excellence and goodness are 
also applied to gentlemen of latter days; how could you be 



more wrong? 


The I Ching says, “The alternation of yin and yang is called 
the Way.” This means yang is not the Way, and yin is not 
the Way either; is the Way within yin and yang? Indeed, the 
Way is order, while yin and yang are energy; order is not 
established in the absence of energy, while energy does not 
work without order. If we simply say the Way, there really 
is no clue we can describe; but if we observe it in the 
manifestations of yin and yang, we hopefully will be sure of 
having something substantial to go by. 

This chapter speaks of the real Way that is not prettified or 
glamorized, directly digging out the basic source of the 
Great Way, hoping that people will get the basis right for 



the foundation of personal cultivation and managing the 
world. Tire lines on being and nothingness, hard and easy, 
are teaching people to return from relative yin and yang to 
pure unified energy. 

Within that is also teaching people to seek out the opening 
of the mysterious pass where being and nothingness 
interpenetrate, for the basis of refining the alchemical 
elixir. Even keeping to the center cultivating the elixir, the 
production of positive energy, living midnight, and 
circulating energy are all revealed, stage by stage. 

But sages seek the source directly, so they are personally 
modest and uncontrived, trusted without speaking. Though 
they have lives and do act, in themselves they have no 



pretense to virtue. When their work is complete, they 
retire. Urey look upon wealth and status as unworthy of 
consideration. Who but sages are capable of this? If 
learners contemplate this and get it, not only will they have 
a basis to work on, they will also have a road to heaven. 

Other commentaries say that if everyone in the world knew 
why excellence and goodness are excellent and good then 
they would naturally not do anything bad or immoral. This 
explanation is right too, but Lao Tzu’s classic mostly 
speaks in terms of the fundamental, not the secondary. 



III. Bringing Peace to the People 
Not honoring pundits gets the people 
not to compete. 

Not prizing hard-to-get goods gets the 
people not to steal. 

Not seeing anything to crave gets the 
mind not to go wild. 

Therefore the government of sages 
empties the mind and fills the belly, 
weakens the ambition and strengthens 
the bones, 

always making the people 
unsophisticated and without cravings, 
causing the canny not to dare act. 
They act with no contrivance, so all is 



orderly. 



In sages’ government of the land, deliberate action is not as 
good as contriving nothing, and especially not as good as 
acting without contrivance. In their influencing people in 
the formation of customs and habits, their ability to affect 
them is not as good as their ability to influence them, and 
especially not as good as mutual peace that is uneventful. 
This is how it was that the sage kings Yao and Shun 
controlled themselves, and all in the four quarters were 
moved by their manners. 

What kind of political science is this? Simply that if the 
rulers have no ambitions the people will naturally be calm; 
if the rulers have no biases, the people will naturally be 
upright; if the rulers have no greed, the people will 
naturally be stable. 



Otherwise, when they fuss and bother, imagining 
themselves to be creating benefit and removing harm for 
the people, without realizing they are disturbing the people, 
that is really serious. So it is said, the people basically 
have no contention, but those above contend to take from 
them; the people basically have no greed, but rulers make 
greedy demands of them; the people basically are unselfish 
and have no cravings, but rulers tempt them with trickery, 
inveiglement, fine clothing and gourmet food. Even if they 
wanted the people not to be contentious or greedy, not to 
have indulgences and cravings, how could it be possible? If 
they could cultivate themselves, correct their own minds, 
be sedate with simple tastes, not make matters problematic, 
and not specially honor savants and specialists, then the 



people will naturally be peaceful and not fight. If they 
don’t make hard-to-get goods valuable, then the people will 
be honorable and not steal. 

Furthermore, objects of the senses and material goods are 
everywhere; those that appeal to the eyes are not desired if 
they are not seen. Letting everyone take to their own 
independent heaven, the ethereal, lively spirit is always 
responsive yet always calm and never confused. 

Flow could anyone else manage this? Only sages shut off 
ear and eye, cut off false subjectivity, and embrace unity, 
thus emptying their minds. 


When the mind is empty, then there is a basis for refining 



alchemical elixir. By this you cull the ethereal positive 
energy of sky and earth, and with it transmute negativity. 
Over time negativity will naturally dissolve and positive 
energy will grow, filling the belly and thus preserving the 
body. This is what is called stabilizing the body by means 
of the Way, extending life span by means of technique. 

This is the method of transcending life and overcoming 
death. 

Furthermore, concentrating energy and making it soft, with 
the strength of an infant, it is too weak to hold anything; but 
though extremely soft, in action it is firm. Observe its 
vastness, its depth, its stability, its ebullience—in reality it 
can encompass heaven and earth and enter the sun and 
moon, penetrate metal and stone and attract ghosts and 



spirits. The spirit inherently has such strength. When 
nature is cultivated and life established like this, that 
expansive powerful energy is relaxed; all obsession with 
the senses and addiction to cravings melts away unawares. 

Sages use this to cultivate themselves, and they also use it 
to manage the world. Their having no sophistication and no 
greed in themselves makes the people have no 
sophistication and no greed either. Not only are the 
unsophisticated innocent and uncomplicated, in 
communion with the heaven of harmony above; even the 
intellectually brilliant and knowledgeable scholars who are 
ordinarily proud of their ability and confident of their 
knowledge, worried only that they might not get a chance to 
show off, when they get here they too are aloof and 



unconcerned, spontaneously forgetting their intellectual 
subjectivity, wholly returning to uncomplicated simplicity. 
This means being able but not acting on it; it is not being 
unable, it is actually not presuming. 

Even so, people live between sky and earth and cannot 
escape space itself to go beyond things alone—they have to 
have ways of social relations and everyday activities, so 
how can they not do anything at all? But they go along with 
what’s naturally so, and act without obsession. Even though 
they act, there’s still no contrivance. It’s like Nature 
governs itself without speaking; the four seasons 
announce its instructions in its stead. The emperor 
governs himself without contrivance, while the hundred 
officials run his administration in his stead. Hie action is 



the traces; what doesn’t contrive is the spirit. This is how 
sages sit with folded hands facing south, and the whole 
land celebrates peace. Magnificent! 

Tire Way is based on normality; not taking pride in the new 
and outstanding, or valuing the exceptional or unusual. In 
the case of a nation, respecting the sagacious is originally a 
fine thing, but if it becomes a cause of boasting and 
aggrandizement, then while savants are still savants, 
unworthy people will also try to represent themselves as 
savants. When this gets so extreme that when savants say 
wrong is wrong, the unworthy say the savants are wrong; 
then controversies start. Factions are formed with 
opposing ideologies, and henceforth there are lots of 
issues in the land. 



Hie finances of a nation are also to be managed normally. 
If high value is placed on unusual objects and goods from 
far away are treasured, then the people will surely scale 
mountains and sail the seas, venturing on dangerous 
journeys, enduring the hardships of travel and anxiety for 
their lives to search out such things to bring to court. 
When they can’t find them, they conceive all sorts of 
schemes, willing even to rob and steal. 

When it comes to food and clothing, these are also normal 
everyday habits. If you always want to eat delicacies and 
wear brocade, and want whatever you see desirable, when 
will these extravagant habits ever stop? This is why sages 
value the internal more than the external, making sure to 



empty their minds to nurture their spirit, and fill their 
bellies to nourish their energy, causing spirit and energy to 
become one, circulating throughout the whole body, 
relaxed and harmonious, soft and pleasant; and they become 
unambitious. But their spirit is still as a mountain, their 
energy flows like a spring, and their bones are strong. 
Always embracing unity, keeping to the center at all times, 
not only are they themselves free of greed and longing as 
individuals; even intellectuals are affected and influenced 
by seeing them, not presuming to act arbitrarily. 

Some say “Action results in confusion and also invites 
blame, while inaction has a legacy of criticism for detached 
indifference. It is also quite hard to be in between action 
and inaction!” How could they realize that reasonable 



action is not acting recklessly or blindly; then action and 
inaction are equal. That is why Confucius praised the sage 
king Shun in these terms: “One who could govern without 
contrivance—that would be Shun!” 



IV. The Wellspring of Nothingness 
The Way is empty, and using it won’t 
fill it. 

Profound, it seems to be the source of 
all things. 

It blunts the sharp, unravels the 
tangled, 

harmonizes the light, assimilates to the 
world. 

Still, yet apparently there, 

I don’t know whose olfspring it is; 
it seems prior to gods. 



What is the Way? Hie energy is total harmony filling the 
universe, its capacity containing sky and earth, its spirit 
penetrating past and present, its blessings extending 
throughout all lands, to all kinds of creatures. There is 
nowhere that it is, and nowhere that it is not. 

What is the magnitude of the Way? If we consider its 
essence, it is empty, without a single thing. What we don’t 
see, we consider irrelevant. But when it is actively 
employed, it is harmoniously all-pervasive and all- 
embracing. Apply it to this and this is right; apply it to that, 
and that is right. Hie Classic of Poetry says, On the one 
hand, it’s always appropriate to the situation; on the 
other hand, it’s everywhere. Truly it is like the hundred 
rivers pouring into the ocean, yet the ocean is never filled. 



Is this not indeed a source of guidance for everyone? 


Confucius said, “Tire power of ghosts and spirits is in 
comprehending things without missing anything.” He also 
said, “In terms of smallness, it is irreducible; in terms of 
greatness, nothing can carry it.” Its extent and its depth are 
really inexhaustible. 

Since the Way is so hard to describe, how can people of 
later times put it into practice? Lao Tzu pitied ordinary 
people, so he pointed out the key by saying that whenever 
people are unable to enter the Way it is because men of 
talent and intellect are so complacent and self-indulgent 
that they let their minds con them into confining open 
spirituality, and they just don’t see. So if you want to 



practice the way, you must realize that acuity and 
intelligence are demons obstructing the Way. From here 
you dismiss acuity, demote brilliance, and remove 
subjectivity from the senses, totally returning to 
uncomplicated unity, so the sharpness of pride in ability, 
intellectual complacency, arrogance toward people and 
contempt of others, breaks down and no longer remains. 
Then the human mind dies and the mind of the Way lives; 
opinions disappear and insight becomes clear. 

AConfucian of the past said, “Brilliant intellectuals aren’t 
awesome; it is those who plunge into the Way and clarify 
their minds to gaze upon truth who are awesome.” How 
true this is! Practitioners mainly work to quiet their spirit, 
purge their thoughts, minimize desires, and clarify their 



minds. 


The wrong, arbitrary, mixed-up, falsified thoughts of the 
spirit of cognition and ideation are tangled and turbulent; 
before one thought is over, another thought occurs; before 
the previous thought is finished, a subsequent thought 
comes up. We must urge ourselves and exert ourselves to 
free ourselves and untangle ourselves. They are like a 
tangle of thread; we must find out where the thread starts 
and straighten it out. Urey are like overgrown weeds; we 
must pull them out by the roots to level them. In this way 
their tangles will dissolve and the lord of heaven will be 
ever at peace. 


Even so, this is the achievement of developing stillness in 



solitude, and does not yet extend to the hustle and bustle. 

If you can be still but cannot be active, this is still study 
without a basis. You need to examine yourself when still, 
and once you get into the hustle and bustle of busy places 
you need to make every effort to be careful. In ordinary 
affairs, defer to others and respect them; then you won’t be 
at odds with society and won’t have any contention with 
people. 

Moreover, since liking sameness and disliking differences 
is a common habit, we can only follow the waves and go 
along with the current, harmonizing with others according 
to type. Even if we have enlightened and expanded minds, 
we definitely do not reveal any distinction. All we can do 
is silently discern opportunities and secretly maintain our 



being. Those like ourselves we like, while those who differ 
from us we allow 

All the sages of ancient times blended in with society like 
this before the Great Way was clear. Consider the example 
of the Sixth Patriarch of Ch’an Buddhism: after he had 
received the symbols of succession, though his realization 
of the Way was perfect, he had not yet finished the 
subtleties, so he remained physically in the world to build 
up his achievement and complete the Way. He thought 
nothing of living anonymously among hunters in the 
mountains, and thereby managed to avoid trouble. If he did 
not soften his light to appear like others, how could he have 
survived? 



Henceforth action and stillness are practiced alternately; 
there are strategies for both constancy and change. Thus 
the original body of profoundly still empty luminosity 
naturally remains constantly present, and yet is not there 
after all. If it were anywhere, it would be nowhere; and if it 
had any existence it would have no existence. An ethereal 
light flashing bright in the golden court—what way is this, 
ultimately? Originating before sky and earth, merged into 
empty nothingness, I don’t know where it comes from or 
where it goes, or ultimately whose offspring it is. 

The text says There is something undifferentiated, born 
before sky and earth. This would be the mysterious 
subtlety of the Great Way, it seems. What is it like prior to 
godsl Still no more than a single undifferentiated pure 



uncharged energy, that’s all. When the unique origin shows 
signs, myriad phenomena are revitalized, as it disperses 
throughout the sky, earth, humans, and other beings, yet 
there’s no way to scope it out. If practitioners want to 
clarify the essence of the Way, let them figure it out where 
sky ad earth are on the brink of separating, at the moment 
the unseparated suddenly separate; then you will find the 
source of the Way and won’t have trouble for lack of a 
foundation for practice. 

Lao Tzu draws a likeness of the essence of the Way to let 
people see, and also teaches those who understand the Way 
that if they want to cultivate the Great Way they must first 
recognize the source of the Way. If you want to find the 
source of the Way, first get rid of falsehood and maintain 



truthfulness in your own mentality; thereafter cultivate it 
regularly, and eventually you will reach the realm of 
spiritual transformation. Only then will you realize that in 
the nature of your own mind there is the vitality of the 
supreme Way, never apart from your heart; but you have to 
find evidence of it yourself from stillness, and use the 
effects of conscious cultivation and self-examination to 
preserve natural reality, not letting your abundant energy 
make you overbearing toward others, and not disturbing 
your nature with unnecessary complications. 

This is what has been called release from the selfishness of 
human desires. Opening up the clouds and mist, you see 
the blue sky clearly; cutting through complications, you 
expose the true face alone. Some day, actively interacting 



with others, without realizing you conceal what brilliance 
you have and integrate with the world as it is. As for 
showing talent and intelligence, or displaying achievement 
and ability, or appearing as a mountain hermit, or showing 
an attitude of worldly detachment, over the ages there have 
been quite a few cases where these have beckoned calamity 
and invited disaster, causing harm to the Great Way, like the 
historical suppression of scholars by eunuchs, and the 
calamity of purists in olden times. Even though these were 
caused by the treachery of petty people, they were also due 
to the victims’ own lack of clear knowledge of the way to 
preserve the body. 

If people can integrate with the ordinary, blending in with 
society and the material facts of the world, one will be like 



medicinal mushrooms growing with common plants, like 
phoenixes flying with common birds. By not advertising 
your qualities, you become even better; by not showing 
your loftiness, you rise even higher. Hide in the 
appearance of ineptness, simply nurturing this state, and the 
profound the silent, true and eternal Way can be intuited 
right before you, not there but seeming to be, having forms 
yet formless. The Doctrine of the Mean says, “The 
operation of the supreme deity has no sound or scent.” 
What is this, if not being before gods? 



V. The Function of Emptiness 
If sky and earth were not benevolent, 
they would treat all beings as straw 
dogs. 

If leaders were not benevolent, 
they would treat common people as 
straw dogs. 

The space between sky and earth is 

like a bellows, 

empty yet inexhaustible, 

producing more and more as it moves. 

If you talk too much, you’re 

repeatedly exhausted; 

it’s better to keep centered. 



Hie ongoing production and evolution between sky and 
earth, changing and moving unceasingly, depends entirely 
on the support of this one basic pure energy. It supports 
the sky above, supports the earth below, and pervades 
people and creatures and things in between, with nothing 
whatsoever outside of it. 

Hiis energy’s totality governing all things, keeping them 
orderly, is called order; this energy’s vast expansiveness 
encompassing all existence, circulating freely, is called 
energy. When order and energy are united, that is called 
benevolence. This is why past Confucians said that 
benevolence is when human greed is cleared away and 
natural order is put into practice; there is no artificial 
altruism involved at all. It is also said that production of 



life is called benevolence. In essence benevolence is like 


the fruit of a tree having a pit—the principle of 
reproduction and the energy of growth are both fully 
implied. Sky and earth producing myriad beings and sages 
nurturing myriad people is all pervaded by this order and 
this energy—how could it be a matter of fussing over 
things? 

Lao Tzu therefore constructs a statement to clarify the 
Way: If sky and earth did not have this creative energy, and 
only had the order of the seasons, then myriad beings 
would have no endowment of energy; so how could they 
take on form, how could they become? This would be to 
view myriad beings as expendable like straw dogs, and one 
day see them disappear, that’s all. And if leaders did not 



have this real creative mind and only relied on officials and 
bureaucrats promulgating directives and regulations to 
instruct and admonish the common people, then there 
would be no way for people in the countryside to be 
impressed by example; so how could they become 
civilized, how could families be sufficed? This would 
mean looking upon the people as if they were as cheap as 
straw dogs, completely unconcerned, so they’d simply see 
them crumble away one day. How could sky and earth have 
no mind and yet contain the wind, clouds, rain, dew, and all 
things? In their midst, wise leaders assist fulfillment 
without a word, so people all like to travel their domains. 

Hiis suffices to show that sky and earth and sages are all 
rooted in this sole creative pure energy, channeling it to 



people and things. Though there is stripping away, there is 
also growth and fulfillment; though there is the threat of 
punishment, there is also the influence of beneficence. So 
the insensitivity of sky, earth, and wise leaders is the very 
epitome of the benevolence of sky, earth, and sages, but 
people don’t know. 

Sages, viewing sky and earth overall, designate what floats 
above as sky and what is solid below as earth. In between is 
empty space, perfectly clear, totally void of phenomena, 
nothing more than opening and closing, like a bellows, 
universal circulation unhindered. When it is empty and 
contains nothing, it steadily follows the rising and sinking 
of energy potential, without deviation or exhaustion; when 
it is in movement and makes sound, it still lets people and 



things evolve, while producing more and more, increasingly 
diverse. 


Thus viewing sky and earth as no different from a bellows, 
how could sages be outside this? Learners keep centered, 
embracing unity; utterly empty, trackless, immensely vast, 
traceless, the deeper it is stored the broader it is in action. 

Tire gulf between this and conventional scholarship is 
immense. Conventional scholars use words to set up 
doctrines. Those doctrines have limitations—how can they 
compare to treasuring our vitality, relaxing our mood, 
letting our spirit roam beyond forms while energy is 
concentrated with the compass center and circulating 
everywhere, reaching every last inch of skin, every last hair 



follicle. Tliis is attainment indeed. Learning to keep 
centered is truly the essential way to personal cultivation. 

This is the one original real energy; personal cultivation is 
in this, management of the world is also in this. Apart from 
this, so-called laws are like traps and snares to catch fish or 
rabbits; you can’t say catching fish and rabbits doesn’t 
require traps or snares, but neither can you say traps and 
snares themselves are fish and rabbits. The great way of 
gold elixir, like culling yang to supplement yin, front 
course short and back course long, lesser restoration of 
jade elixir and great restoration of gold elixir, are all traps 
and snares to catch fish and rabbits. If you wind up viewing 
them as the source of the Way, miss by a hair and you’re a 
thousand miles off. 



But this original energy, soundless, scentless, formless, 
shapeless, is the life energy common to sky, earth, humans, 
and all beings. Learners cultivating refinement must find 
this unique elixir base; only then will they avoid training in 
vain. Otherwise, refining vitality, refining energy, refining 
spirit, and refining emptiness are all baseless imitation. 
Even if one practiced them from childhood to old age one 
would still not succeed. Lao Tzu teaches people to apply 
effort from keeping centered, with adjustment to change 
being in the bellows. Learners must seek for themselves. 

In this chapter, the words “not benevolent” express 
supposition. 



VI. Imagery 

The valley spirit does not die; 
this is called the mysterious female. 
The gate of the mysterious female 
is called the root of heaven and earth. 
Subtly it seems to remain; 
use it without strain. 



Hie whole business of cultivating refinement is because in 
life people have acquired temperaments that inhibit them 
going forward, and material desires that keep them 
benighted ever after. It is like pure gold or fine jade, which 
are originally flawless, but are not longer bright or 
beautiful after having fallen into the muck and mire. 
Hierefore, in order to restore their original forms, it is 
necessary to make the effort to clean and polish them; 
otherwise you cannot get back to this primary quality. 

Lao Tzu points out to people the work to start with, saying 
The valley spirit does not die. What is the valley spirit? 
An opening in the mountains is called a valley, referring to 
its openness. Transforming and acting without inhibition is 
called spirit, referring to its ethereal efficacy. Not dying 



means being alert and not getting muddled. If people can 
cultivate this body of ethereal awareness for the elixir, then 
refinement will naturally be easy. 

Even so, what has no form or shadow cannot be grasped; 
you can only begin to get a clue from what has sound and 
form. Of old it has been said, If you want the valley spirit 
never to die, you must establish the foundation from the 
mysterious female. Why is it called mysterious? Mystery 
is identified with heaven. Why is it called female? Hie 
female is identified with earth. When heaven and earth 
join, the mysterious female emerges. When the 
mysterious female emerges, closing and opening take place 
therein, rising and descending, going and coming, 
circulating in the cave of emptiness. Hiis is the gate of the 



mysterious female. 


Confucius said, “Heaven and earth are the gate of the 
Changes.” Isn’t it true? This gate is the route by which yin 
and yang come and go, the homeland of the creation and 
evolution of heaven and earth, the place where humans and 
all beings are born. Find it and you live, lose it and you 
die. Ordinary people use it by conformity, so it becomes 
the door of death; sages reverse, so it becomes the gateway 
of life. 


If people want to refine elixir to attain the way of long life 
and eternal vision, there is no path without this mysterious 
female. What is it but the root of heaven and earth? 



When practitioners lower their eyelids and focus 
awareness on undifferentiated wholeness without 
knowledge, they cause the ordinary mind to die. Suddenly 
unified awareness is activated, producing the mind of the 
Way. This is what is referred to as being the original spirit 
in stillness, becoming pure will in action. 

Once fetal breathing is activated there, you shouldn’t keep 
intensely fixated on the middle of the torso. Tbu must 
watch its rising and descending, going and coming, while 
poised neither inside nor outside, relaxed and lively; then 
you will attain real true fetal breathing. 

When the ancients spoke of exiting the mystery, entering 
the female, this exit is not our original face, and the entry 



is not our original face either. But in between this exit and 
entry, in the center, is contained a subtle reality, which is an 
ethereal efficacy. This is what is called the energy of the 
real unity formed by true yin and true yang. How could the 
root of heaven and earth be outside this? 

In sum, the valley spirit is the principle of the absolute, 
while the mysterious female is the energy of yin and yang. 
In their primal state, principle and energy are united as one, 
but temporally principle and energy cannot be discussed 
together. If people cultivating the Way want to find this 
subtle opening, they cannot allow themselves to get too 
eager or to be too lax. Just use the empty, open mysterious 
female to nurture the ethereal valley spirit, neither 
obsessed nor detached; don’t forget but don’t try to help, 



and you’ll get it. That is why the text says Subtly it seems 
to remain; use it without strain. 

The Great Way has no form, but produces and develops 
heaven and earth. Tire Great Way has no name, but it 
produces and develops all beings. Sages use the existent to 
describe nothing, use substance to describe emptiness, to 
express this most hidden, most subtle thing called the 
valley spirit. 

Tire valley spirit is the spirit of the empty valley; ask of it 
and it seems to answer like an echo—this is not dying. In 
the human body it is all one ethereal aware reality. It’s been 
a long time since people lost this natural innocent valley 
spirit. If later practitioners want the valley spirit to be ever 



present and ethereal efficacy not to be obscured, to make 
the bases of the gold elixir and the root of the path of 
immortality, if they grope around in emptiness they won’t 
get a grip on it; only by starting with desireless gazing on 
the subtlety, intentional gazing on the openings will 
being and nothingness stand as one, subtlety and opening 
both activated, and the mysterious female established 
therein. 

So it is said, This opening is not an ordinary opening; it 
is formed by the combination of heaven and earth. 
Called the cave of spirit and energy, inside it are the 
essences of water and fire. In sum, it is necessary for 
vitality, energy, and spirit to be unified; only then can this 
be called the opening of being and nothingness, the gate of 



life and death. Otherwise it is an ordinary opening, without 
primal elemental real energy. If you keep attention on the 
emptiness therein, you’ll fall into insensitive vacuity, and if 
you keep your attention on the solidity therein, you’ll 
fixate on form. Neither of these is the embodiment of 
open efficacy without obscuration. 

Only this gate of the mysterious female, neither immaterial 
nor material yet both empty and substantial, really has what 
cannot be named or spoken. In stillness it is without form, 
in action it has images. Stillness is not the root of heaven 
and earth, neither is action the basis of humans and beings. 
Only where action and stillness intersect, where sun and 
moon shine together, is the real root of heaven and cave of 


earth. 



If learners manage to arrive at the real mystery and real 
female, rising and descending, the energy herein congeals 
into essence and acts as sense. When the extreme of 
emptiness and depth of stillness by which they got here 
produce spiritual signs, they know that the great Way of 
spiritual immortals is complete in this opening. 

The statement of the text, Subtly it seems to remain makes 
it clear that a long period of adjustment and nurturing is 
required. To use it without strain means that extraction 
and addition are timely, so cooling off and heating up are 
not adjusted arbitrarily. If people can follow the Way of 
Nature of heaven and earth, the gold elixir can be obtained. 



VII. Hiding your Light 

The sky is lasting, the earth enduring. 

The reason sky and earth can last and 

endure 

is because they do not foster 
themselves; 

therefore they can live long. 

Therefore sages put themselves last, 
and thus personally lead; 
they exclude themselves, 
and thus personally survive. 

Is it not because they are selfless? 
Their very selflessness 
enables them to fulfill themselves. 



Hie energy of sky and earth, an immense flow, has been 
circulating for millions of years without exhaustion, all due 
to the one original real governance silently cooperating 
therein. This is why sky and earth are perpetual; it produces 
and develops all beings, nurtures and develops all people, 
and gives birth to life endlessly. Sky and earth have never 
been lacking; this is why energetic potential is perpetual 
and never wears out. 

Lao Tzu says the sky is lasting the earth enduring—is that 
not true? But why can sky and earth last and endure? 
Because they do not foster themselves. If they had any 
intention to foster themselves, then sky and earth would be 
sentient, and even the sky would also age. Urey do not 
possess their own creation, but have as their life all living 



beings. Hie ceaseless reproduction of living beings is the 
ceaseless life-giving of sky and earth. Hiat is why it is 
called eternal life. 

Many people of the world are confused about this principle 
of ongoing reproduction, and instead of seeking life they 
seek death. Instead of seeking long life, they seek early 
death. Drowning in wealth and status, merit and fame, sunk 
in sound and form, money and profit, they have their abacus 
in hand at all times, every moment devoted to business; in 
just a few years their vitality dries up, their energy 
weakens, their earthly souls scatter and their celestial souls 
fly away. Having gone to a thousand troubles, they can 
hardly make it through one life. Striving to live, instead 
they are pursuing death that way. How can one help but 



express great lament? 


This is wiry sages emulated the sky and imitated the earth; 
not only did they abstain from pursuing power and profit; 
they didn’t even crave the arts of extending life. They just 
made a priority of the Great Way, cleaning out their mind 
field and carefully cultivating the stem of life. Wherever 
they were they did not have the leisure to strive for all the 
means to pamper themselves and dress themselves up. It 
seems like they put themselves last and excluded 
themselves, but in the end their virtue was established and 
none of their peers surpassed them. They became famous, 
and later generations still look to their models. Isn’t this 
what is meant by putting oneself last and personally 
leading, excluding oneself and personally surviving? 



Compared to people of the world who by being personally 
selfish ironically destroy themselves, truly this is ten 
million times higher. 


But sages ultimately were not suppressing feelings and 
insisting on being unusual. Their spontaneous placidity and 
detachment was a fondness for clarity and purity. Urey did 
not float along following fashions, and did not stand on 
formalities. Their open-minded objectivity was just like 
the impartiality of sky and earth. 

People are mostly subjective and selfish, so they’re 
anxious and worried at heart. Sages have no selfish 
subjectivity, so they’re very lucid, outside of things. 



Hie empty open spirit, an image of an ethereal efficacy, is 
always shining, unstoppably. If it is made to fuss over the 
flesh and blood body, the smelly skin bag, always 
concerned, thoughts fixed on it day and night, then how can 
you go ahead alone and not fall behind, survive and not 
perish? Only because they are unselfish do sages 
collaborate with sky and earth in regulation, shine together 
with the sun and moon, and thus are able to fulfill 
themselves. 

If later practitioners of the Way want this body not to 
deteriorate and this spirit not to break down, they need to 
apply intensive effort to removing the dust and dirt. After 
long refinement, you’ll naturally become clean, and will 
have another sky and earth, another world, and will not live 



and die the same as mundane people do. What happiness 
compares to this? 

Sky and earth do not speak, but rely entirely on the 
mediation of the original real energy operating therein. 
That is how their cycles are renewed, and their life-giving 
potential never stops. Because sky and earth last and 
endure, throughout myriad ages they are always new. 

Sages cooperate with sky and earth, nurture a mood of 
universal harmony, and totally return to undifferentiated 
reality. In the home this is the achievement of sagacity; in 
public life this is the path of leadership. Why do people 
who talk about self-cultivation only seek dead sitting in 
remote mountains, utterly uninvolved in human affairs, 



while those who talk about managing the world only use 
one hollow heart with their whole bodies in the midst of 
people and things, keeping accounts? 

As for sages, when in straits they were pure and untainted, 
their real body firm as the mountains and rivers; when 
successful, they were good to people and all living things, 
their illusory body comfortable, aloof of rank and riches. 
Later on, their names were prominent all over the world, 
yet they themselves lived in solitude. Their achievement 
capped the world, while they individually survived another 
generation—was it not because of their selflessness? 

If learners can get away from their subjectivity and empty 
material form, they’ll forever escape objects and organs of 



sense. If they build up accomplishments they remain in the 
human world; if they fly aloft, they live eternally in the 
universe. 

Not being selfish and ultimately attaining long life, 
compared to making a living for the sake of the body, is 
more distinct than clouds from mud. How could it be sane 
for people to fail to cut off selfishness and subjectivity, 
which are subject to seduction from outside? 



VIII. Reforming Nature 
Higher good is like water. 

Water benefits all beings, without 
contending. 

It will stay where people generally 
disdain, 

so it is close to the Way. 

Good in a dwelling is the location, 
good in the mind is depth, 
good in giving is benevolence, 
good in speech is truth, 
good in government is order, 
good in work is ability. 

But only by not contending is there 
blame. 



Hie Great Way basically has no other marvel, but is only 
the uniting of spirit and energy, returning to the infinite, 
absolute point of neutral ethereal energy. If people do not 
practice the Way, then spirit and energy divide into two; 
stability runs off and consciousness is flighty. 

Mencius said, ‘Teople cannot live without water and fire.” 
On a superficial level this saying refers to everyday needs; 
on a deep level it refers to the requirements for cultivating 
refinement. Sometimes we use fire to warm water, and true 
yang appears; sometimes we use water to control fire, and 
ambrosia is produced. Hie wonders of water and fire are 
really more than words can express. But water and fire are 
in the same chamber, so when we speak of water, fire is 
understood. 



Hie nature of water is to tend to descend; the Way values 
deference and humility, thereby elevating the good. Sages 
are even-minded and mellow, with a flexible open attitude 
that lets everyone be, so none do not benefit. In sum, their 
achievement crowns the world, yet they do not recognize 
their own achievement; their activity fulfills everyone, yet 
they don’t recognize their own actions. They only follow 
the naturalness of sky and earth; finding out everyone’s 
strengths, they have no opposition to the world. This is 
truly like the way water benefits all beings without the 
slightest contentiousness. 

Not only this. All people like clarity and dislike 
murkiness, like to be above and resent being below. Water 



provides people with the clear while accepting cloudiness 
for itself, treats people as higher while treating itself as 
lower. How very fitting the image of water for the Way! 
Sages’ nature is just like the nature of water, good at being 
flexible, not obstinate, humbly sufficing themselves. What 
most people cannot live with, sages live with as if they had 
already done so; what the majority of people find most 
distasteful, sages abide as if it were ordinary. Therefore 
they have no aversion in themselves and no contention with 
others. No one but sages imbued with the Way can be like 
this. So it says that staying where people generally disdain 
is close to the Way. 


By having the Way in oneself, one acts in a normal state, 
nowhere at a disadvantage. So when it comes to changes of 



fortune, gain and loss, trouble and hardship, matters of life 
and death, what people cannot bear, those who have the Way 
look upon with equanimity. 

Secular scholars discuss principle, not energy; they speak 
of nature, not of life. They only reflect on themselves and 
cultivate virtues. But while virtue is in one mind, 
cultivation is not limited to one path. Yet it can’t be vague, 
without a source of direction, undefined and aimless— 
there must be a place of ultimate good where you can stay 
unwavering before you can develop and grow inwardly, so 
natural reality is fulfilled day by day, and human cravings 
disappear day by day. 


Hi e IChing says, “Stopping at the back not apprehending 



the body, going through the yard not seeing the person.” 
This represents sages’ abiding on good ground. Abiding 
there securely, they draw on it deeply. Inwardly observe 
their minds—open, without obsessions, profoundly deep. 
Outwardly observe who they choose to associate with, and 
how kindly their benevolence is. When it comes to what 
they say, a thousand pieces of gold is not as good as a 
single nod of agreement. This is goodness in speech, 
namely truth. 

When applied to government, how does small intelligence 
compare to great virtue? Goodness in government is 
order. Applied to everyone and everything in all action and 
inaction, it is all the Way. When delegating tasks to people, 
the aim is not to mismatch their abilities. When 



considering what is good to act on, the aim is that action be 
timely. Sages’ personal cultivation and government of 
society are like this; this comes from staying with ultimate 
good, finding the right place to rest, so that subsequent 
actions are all fitting. Wherever they are, wherever they 
may be, they have no slips or flaws. So how can they have 
any contention? 

It is just because of not contending that others feel 
gratitude and respect virtue; those who are deeply 
impressed do not forget their admiration, so how could 
there be resentment or enmity? Even if there are bad 
people, they too will be influenced to improve. When the 
ultimate attainment is reached, effortlessly and 
spontaneously the multitudes are at peace in the innocent 



natural state, forgetting even that higher good is like water, 
flexibly adapting with beneficial uprightness that bodes 
well wherever it goes. 

The essential point is that the finest mind is even, constant, 
unbiased, broad, open, without partiality or prejudice, 
concurrently harmonious and flexible. Therefore when in 
high positions one is not arrogant, and when lowly one is 
not rebellious. There is no resentment in oneself, no 
hostility toward others. When we consider what enables 
one to attain this, it is ultimately not secular study that can 
reach its peak, and not baseless studies that can bring it to 
its consummation. 


Therefore, after abiding where most people dislike, Lao 



Tzu turns around and shows a ground of goodness. What is 
this ground, after all? I don’t mind getting blamed for 
leaking the celestial potential, so to point out its real 
location I say this good ground is not the ground that 
people of the world walk upon. Rather, it is the ground of 
mind, the ground of nature, the ground of the heart. When 
you find that ground, then nature and life have support. If 
you lose that ground, then spirit and energy have no master. 
Without a master, there is disorder; how can everything be 
appropriate, how can inside and outside be united, how can 
there be no contention in dealing with others and self? 

However, if you think that ground is something existent, 
most will fall into fixation. But if you think that ground is 
ultimately nothing, most will fall into an insensate void. 



This is neither existent nor nonexistent, not confined by 
action or stillness. If you want to practice the supreme 
Way, please investigate carefully, because only by 
accumulating many hidden achievements, generous and 
considerate good deeds, hopefully obtaining inspiration, or 
getting a teacher’s guidance, or experiencing spiritual 
realization, whereby to attain that ground. Only thus can 
you avoid falling into cubic practices, and manage to fulfill 
your life’s aspiration. 

This ground clearly expresses more than half the matter. 
The following lines referring to mind, speech, and so on, 
make it clear that we should examine what ultimate good is 
wherever we are, in every situation. If we do not first find 
the ground of good to abide in, whatever we say thereafter 



can never approach goodness. 


This is the true brain, the basic work of learning. If you are 
ignorant of this, then the way you carry yourself and deal 
with others in everything will go to pieces. I have therefore 
revealed this summary in hopes that aspirants in the world 
will not rely complacently on intellect to guess and assess 
arbitrarily without cultivating character and restoring 
nature. Only emptying the mind to seek the Way will do. 



IX. Leveling 

To keep on filling is not as good as 
stopping. 

What is hammered and sharpened 
can’t be maintained forever. 

Even if gold and jade fill the halls, no 
one can keep them. 

To be rich and noble but arrogant is to 

bring blame on yourself; 

when work is accomplished and 

repute established, 

personal retirement is the Way of 

Nature. 



Of old it has been said, To cross a river you need a raft; 
when you’ve arrived at the shore, you don't need a boat. 

It is also said, As long as you have not got it to work, 
you should study method; once you have gotten it to 
work, you should forget method. These sayings are truly 
keys to practicing the Way. If your work on practicing the 
Way has already reached the realm of refined subtlety and 
immense breadth, and yet you still struggle, forcing 
yourself to keep at it, boasting of your own learning, 
development, and refinement, then you still have not 
escaped the arousal of arrogance and the development of 
mania. Either you will suffer regression and diminution, or 
your behavior will become aberrant. Then where is the 
Way? What virtue is there in that? 



Therefore Lao Tzu says, To keep on filling is not as good 
as stopping; what is hammered and sharpened can't be 
maintained forever. As long as their refinement is as yet 
insufficient, practitioners cannot but scour and rinse a 
thousand times, ten thousand times, to clean their own bit 
of completely pure vitality, to make the basis of long life. 

If you can manage to find true positive energy, cook it in 
the morning and refine it in the evening, so primal vitality 
fills your whole body, inside and out, then your body is like 
a wall standing ten thousand feet high, while your mind is 
like the autumn moon in a cold pond. 

At this time, when vitality fills your body, you shouldn’t 
proceed with the process of concentration any more, but 



should stop intensive concentration. And you should have 
no conscious recognition, but wholly forget the state of 
fullness of vitality. If you keep on filling without stopping, 
it will be hard to escape the danger of spilling the elixir 
and overturning the cauldron. It is better to stop in good 
time. 

Before energy is full, you need to refine it a thousand, ten 
thousand times, activating both gentle and fierce spirit and 
concentration to purify and bring out primal unified 
elemental real energy, to make the foundation for 
extending life span. When you get to the point where 
ordinary energy has been completely refined into whole 
pure positive energy, extremely expansive, extremely 
strong, penetrating the sinews and bones of your entire 



body, with the power of a dragon and the might of a tiger, 
how keen is that! 

One should focus energy and make it flexible, like an infant 
when calm, innocent, so that one may maintain that energy 
and be able to reach sublimation of both body and mind, 
integrating with the reality of the Way. If you keep on 
hammering and sharpening, it will be hard to escape the 
worry you might burn up the field. How can you hope to 
maintain forever? People like this are as if their houses 
were filled with gold and jade, yet they cannot keep them 
secure; they are just like rich people who become 
extravagant, immoral, arrogant, and contemptuous of 
others. Failing to exercise self-restraint and modesty, they 
take to acting as they please, unethically, bringing 



opprobrium upon themselves. 


As this is thus proven in human affairs, the Way of Nature 
is evident. Observe how in spring it is warm, then when 
summer comes it is hot; yang commands, and mild warmth 
is no longer present. When autumn comes, it’s cool, then 
in winter it’s cold; chill takes over, and the west wind is no 
longer there. Beings develop, works are completed, the 
seasons go on, fulfilling their roles. With this, sky and 
earth withdraw into a state of potential to nurture the 
qualities of positivity and harmony. 

If the warmth of spring were mixed in with the cold of 
winter, or the heat of summer were mixed with the cool of 
autumn, the course of nature would be abnormal, the 



seasons would be disordered. Not retiring when work is 
done creates a negative, abnormal energy that causes 
people a lot of injury. That is why it says When work is 
accomplished and repute established, personal 
retirement is the Way of Nature. 

Even Nature is like this, so how about humans. Since 
ancient times, not a few intelligent scholars and good 
ministers of state whose meritorious works were brilliant 
and whose names were illustrious but who didn’t know 
when to retire to the mountain forests have brewed up 
calamity, killing themselves and destroying their families. 


Therefore people learning the Way, when they get to the 
point where they are full of vitality and replete with energy, 



must not fail to forget method and forget the body so they 
don’t spoil their own progress. As for those who have not 
yet reached this state, how could it be appropriate to 
abandon method and neglect the body? 

This teaches learners cultivating the Great Way to let go of 
each segment once they’ve done it, and not become self- 
satisfied and full of themselves, such that they become lazy 
and arrogant, for then disaster will soon follow. If they let 
go, they won’t have the problem of leaking energy, but still 
if they give up halfway they won’t have any means to climb 
up onto the further shore and to progress to the realm of 
spiritual sublimation. 


The classic Understanding Reality says, “If you haven’t 



refined the restorative elixir, you should refine it soon. 
Once you have refined it, you should know to stop at 
sufficiency. If you keep filling without stopping your mind, 
you won’t escape danger and disgrace one day.” This is 
adequate to show that the Way is endless, the work is never 
finished—how can we get complacent and conceited? The 
fact that many practitioners since ancient times have 
suffered calamities that killed them and destroyed their 
families has always been due to not knowing the way to 
hide their light and develop in the dark, blending in with the 
ordinary world. 

An alchemical classic says, “Cultivating practice, blend in 
with the ordinary, and harmonize intelligently, round with 
the round, and square with the square. Hidden or open, 



contrary or conforming, no one knows; you make people 
unable to perceive what you are doing.” So elevated people 
who have the Way should keep it deeply hidden and not let 
it show, adapting to the times so as to be neither odd nor 
conformist, with no prejudice for or against anything. 
Thereby it is possible to preserve oneself. 

Otherwise, as virtue is cultivated slander arises, as the path 
goes higher defamation comes. Even though it comes from 
other people’s lack of decency, it is also from excessive 
self-assertion. The IChing says, “Laziness in locking up is 
an inducement to thieves, putting on makeup is an 
inducement to lechers. It is actually brought on oneself.” 


So why wonder when the self-satisfied invite destruction? I 



pray that later learners who have not progressed will 
practice methodically, and then when they have reached 
deep attainment they will stop the fire and not apply it, so 
they may avoid burning out. 



X. Ability to Act 
Carrying circulation and soul, 
cherishing unity, can you avoid 
separation? 

Focusing energy, making it soft, can 
you be like an infant? 

Purifying deep perception, can you 
make it flawless? 

Caring for the people, governing the 
nation, can you be disinterested? 

As the gate of heaven opens and 
closes, can you be free of passivity? 
Understanding comprehensively, can 
you be free of knowledge? 

Producing and developing, producing 



without possessing, acting without 
presumption, leading without ruling— 
this is called profound virtue. 



This section starts out immediately explaining the way to 
refine vitality into energy. Once you have found vitality and 
energy in your body, you need to unite your mind, unify 
your character, and not let either separate. If they separate, 
the three treasures of vitality, energy, and spirit will part 
ways and cannot be joined and returned to the absolute as 
the basis for refining elixir. Therefore Lao Tzu says, 
Carrying circulation and soul, cherishing unity, canyon 
avoid separation? 

What circulates is blood. Blood comes from the heart, 
while the soul is stored in the heart. So we must focus 
clear awareness on the elixir field, single-minded, 
unwavering; then the solar soul flows into the lunar soul, 
and the moon then returns to pure creative energy. This 



comes from the yang of the heart going into the yin of the 
genitals, the fire of the heart irradiating the water of the 
blood. Though water is chilly and metal is cold, when 
heated by the fire of spirit they smoothly rise, 
spontaneously and irrepressibly. 

When people realize this mysterious female is the root of 
sky and earth, people and things, then within each 
exhalation and inhalation subtle positive energy moves 
singly; then they perceive it with certainty at once, and 
grasp it surely at once; activating your bit of the mercury of 
consciousness to meet it, adding and subtracting, you bring 
it back to the central field, where it coalesces, so it does 
not dissolve. This is carrying the soul back to keep united, 
staying that way; very soon there will be a tremendous 



arising of true positivity and a great stirring of real energy. 


From this you operate the water wheel. From the perineum 
you raise the fire to the coccyx, then up the spine to the top 
of the head. This requires single-minded attention, without 
distraction, without stopping. Then when you reach the 
upper nirvana chamber [in the brain] and have obtained the 
precious pearl of sages, if you don’t gently nurture it for a 
while here, the yin vitality in the nirvana center will not 
transmute. Then how can you get energy and spirit to 
merge and turn into the spiritual water of sweet dew to 
moisten the hundred vessels throughout your body? 

Once you have nurtured this in the brain chamber, then 
bring it down the throat to the chest. This is the midday 



withdrawing yin convergence. 


As long as you’re advancing the fire, the method adopts 
firmness. If you do not use tireless healthy strength, the 
gold cannot rise on its own. During the withdrawal phase, 
the method uses softness. If not for the quality of softness 
and pliability, yang lead remains scattered and cannot 
stabilize the mercury to create the alchemical elixir. 
Therefore it says, Focusing energy, making it soft, can 
you be like an infant? Tire intent is to teach people that 
after the peak, when yin begins, they should be single- 
minded, clearly aware, and let the energetic potential 
descend spontaneously, completely on its own, without 
exerting any will or using any effort. This is the path of the 
Earth symbol of the IChing, “Flexible accord is beneficial 



if correct; the cultured person has somewhere to go.” 


When you have gently nurtured it in the chest, send it back 
to the lower abdomen, sealing it securely. Just handle it 
with aloofness and settle it with harmony. For a little while 
it seems like there is no breathing, and mental function 
ceases—this is making it soft. Gently nurture this for a 
while, and spirit and energy return to the origin, like fuel in 
a furnace. Focus steadily for a long, long time, not letting 
it run off in confusion, and true real energy will naturally 
circulate throughout your body. Your whole mind at peace, 
your four limbs invigorated and supple, it’s not merely like 
the body of a baby—like floss, like thread, there is a state 
that is soft and yielding and can’t bear anything. Uris is 
adequate evidence indicating the elixir has congealed. 



From here, energy and spirit are combined, water and fire 
are balanced. You also must clean your mind, purge your 
thoughts, and individually cultivate the true lead of 
equanimity Once the mind acts out of control, the elixir 
runs off; not only will there be no way to make the pill, 
even the vital energy you obtained before will not be your 
own either. 

Hie Scripture of Pure Clarity says, “There is no mind in the 
mind,” “there is no thing in things,” “emptiness empties 
nothing,” ‘Nothing doesn’t exist either,” so there is 
“profound eternal calm.” Then what flaw would there be? 
Therefore the Tao Te Ching says, Purifying deep 
perception, can you make it flawless? If the external 



elixir is obtained but inner awareness is not strict, then 
human desires will still not be purified and the design of 
Nature still won’t be clarified—how can you get the tiny 
pearl in open space to form? 

When you get to where you have got the elixir in your body, 
you still need to preserve your vitality and relax your 
energy to form the embryo of sagehood. Even so, the 
preserration of vitality has to follow nature and the 
relaxation of energy must accord with freedom. This is 
preserration without preserving, surpassing preserration; 
relaxation without relaxing surpassing relaxation. 
Otherwise, you become stiff and ceremonious, rain and 
overwrought, which is usually dangerous. 



Since the elixir is primal original energy, it has no shape or 
form—how could it be made artificially? If you cling to 
trace images to seek it, you have not avoided exciting the 
temporal with the fire, so the primal Great Way disappears. 
Therefore it says, Caring for the people, governing the 
nation, can you be disinterested? Hie people are a 
symbol for vitality, the nation an analogy for energy: the 
keys to governing are to care for the people with 
benevolence and govern the nation by law Hie fast thinking 
of overlords is a little help, but far from the disinterested 
rule of kings, with ongoing enlightenment and 
benevolence. Hie difference between the two scenarios is 
just the difference between having interests and being 
disinterested. 



In the Way of cultivating the body, stabilization of vitality is 
the peace and security of the populace, while sufficiency of 
energy is the prosperity of the nation. Refine yourself and 
vitality stabilizes; nurture it with simplicity, and energy is 
sufficient. Developed to the fullest, it is immensely 
powerful, completely fulfilling. If you still view this as 
natural and normal, and you do not become proud of your 
accomplishment and ability, and do not show off talent or 
intelligence, but are simple, uncomplicated, as if having 
forgotten everything, this is being full and not striving, 
from which great action emerges. 

When learners reach this, full of vitality and replete with 
energy, if they nurture it for a long, long time, it will 
naturally break through the crown of the head and emerge, 



so you can ride high on the clouds and mists, roam over 
oceans and islands, viewing your former careful keeping to 
the compass center and focusing energy and making it 
soft as very far away That is why it says, As the gate of 
heaven opens and closes, can you be free of passivity? 
This means that previously when tuning the spirit and 
nurturing the embryo one cannot but keep passive, but now 
the yang spirit is fully of vigor, escapes the ordinary body, 
opens the gate of heaven and rises into the rarefied sky. It 
is truly pleasurable. How strong the energy is! 

When you attain this, your mind is like a clear mirror, your 
nature like still water. Mentally lucid, physically lively, the 
cognizing conscious spirit turns into the empty open primal 
spirit. Knowing before, understanding after, awareness 



missing nothing, this clarity is the means by which you can 
go everywhere without discord. Yet you are always calm 
while always aware, with absolutely no idea of calm 
awareness; always lucid, always wakeful, with absolutely no 
concept of lucid wakefulness. When things come up, 
you’re aware of them all; not only are you like a clear 
mirror on high, from which nothing at all can hide; 
essentially you make disinterest the basis for everything, 
with purposeful action for function. 

As long as positivity has not yet been produced, then you 
build up vitality and accumulate energy to produce it. Once 
positivity has been produced, then you treasure vitality and 
relax energy to develop it. Subsequently, while you remain 
physically in the world you keep on doing good works and 



acts of benevolence, though you stay alive you don’t boast 
of it; the work of supplemental development is done 
without reliance on the effort to be strict, and grows 
without dependence on straining to control. When you are 
permanently in this state of mind, you can be delegated 
some authority over the creative process by the supreme 
ruler of Nature. This is why it is called profound virtue. 

This expounds the nine-section work of building the 
foundation, obtaining the medicine, refining the self, 
recovering elixir, release from the matrix, and obtaining the 
pearl, essentially no more than becoming as empty and still 
as possible; combining vitality, energy, and spirit into one; 
and ethereal abstraction. These are principal; the processes 
from keeping centered to recovering elixir cannot be apart 



from these, merging knowing with unknowing, converting 
action into effortlessness. 

Because the primal original real energy is hidden in empty 
nothingness, it is not anywhere visible or audible. If people 
can efface conscious knowledge and eliminate interested 
action, then the original real energy will always be present. 
Therefore Lao Tzu says, Vague, indistinct, there is form 
therein; indistinct, vague, there is something therein. 
Mysterious, obscure, there is vitality there. By this it can 
be known that the Way producing heaven and earth is 
originally an undifferentiated whole, which cannot be 
conceptualized. Just make spiritual insight whole, without 
seeing or hearing, and the Way is therein. If you activate a 
very clear sense of awareness, then the conditioned 



conscious spirit will be aroused along with thought. Since 
this is already not the primal original spirit, it is necessary 
to seek in abstraction and find in mystery Practitioners 
ought to know what to work on. 



XI. The Function of Nothing 

Thirty spokes join at one hub; 

it is where there is nothing 

that there is the function of the wheel. 

When working clay to make vessels, 

it is where there is nothing 

that there is the function of the vessel. 

When opening doors and windows to 

make a house, 

it is where there is nothing 

that there is the function of the house. 

Therefore the means is in existence, 

and the function is in nothingness. 



The Way was born in the beginning of an infinite mystery 
and merged with the nothingness of space. When you look 
you cannot see it, when you listen you cannot hear it. So if 
you’re going to cultivate this, where do you start? 

Sages knew the essence of the Way is formless, yet the 
function of the Way has images; so they used existence to 
describe nothingness, used substance to describe 
emptiness. Urey stole the energy in the realm of 
wholeness and stored their spirit in the land of abstraction, 
thus fulfilling the Great Way of true unity, becoming 
undying spiritual immortals forever. 

What are the existent and the substantial? Sentient beings 
in the same categories as true yin and true yang. What are 



empty and nothing? Tlie source of the primal Great Way, 
the beginning of the crescent moon. When there is energy 
but no substance, the Great Way is manifest. Therefore it 
is said, “When yin and yang combine, primal energy 
appears; when yin and yang separate, temporal capacities 
form.” Hie I Ching says, “What is above form is called the 
Way; what is under form is called capacity.” If not for 
capacity, there is no means of perceiving the Way; if not for 
the Way, there is nothing to support capacity. 

Lao Tzu uses the analogy of awheel, saying a wheel has 
spokes and a hub. Hie spokes are a set of thirty, 
representing the monthly cycle of the sun and moon. Hie 
hub is in the center, with the axle through it. Hie hub has 
space inside, while the spokes converge on it outside, and 



this is how it rolls without difficulty. If it had no space, 
how could it roll? So it says It is where there is nothing 
that there is the function of the wheel. 

It is also like pottery; water is mixed with clay, the clay is 
worked into a vessel, and once the vessel is fired, it is solid 
outside and hollow inside. The ordinary person’s use of it 
is not in the solidity of the clay, but in the space of the 
hollow. If it were not empty, how could anyone fill it? 

How could anything be stored in it? 

It is further likened to building a house. It is necessary to 
make doors and windows to light it up. Once you enter the 
house, it seems useless to stay in the doorway; you try to 
find an empty, open space to sit down. Even though the 



house is made of solid materials, it is in the space that you 
reside. So it says It is where there is nothing that there is 
the function of the house. 

Looking at it from these three examples, the images of 
existence are the wheel, the vessel, and the house, while the 
images of nonexistence are riding, containing, and 
residing. Whatever is involved in what has form pertains to 
the method of application, while what abides in 
formlessness is rich in the function of application. 
Therefore it says existence constitutes the means while 
nothingness constitutes the function. Hie existence of 
being and the nonexistence of nothingness are also 
interdependent. 



In sian, the Way is based on empty nothingness and cannot 
be seen but for yin and yang. Energy is in yin and yang, and 
but for the Way nothing can produce yin and yang. 
Whatever is born after sky and earth has form and location, 
so it cannot be the elixir of eternal life. But seek the Way 
in yin and yang, and return to the absolute via yin and yang, 
and then the temporal and the primal will merge, and the 
Way attained! 

Those of latter days who cultivate the gold elixir of 
spiritual alchemy only take in energy with form, and don’t 
know how to refine the formless elixir. If you want to 
attain immortality that way, isn’t that like heading south to 
go north? 



Hie Way basically has no name; the term “Way” is imposed 
on it. There is basically no cultivating the Way; the term 
“cultivation” is imposed. The Way as a phenomenon is such 
that only by utter emptiness and nothingness can one be 
completely spiritual and sagacious. 

Try to observe one energy in heaven and earth. In the clear 
sky there’s not a single thing but after a long latency 
energetic potential goes into action, and yin and yang are 
produced therein. With this, every form is elegantly 
designed, brightly defined, filling everywhere. Who 
created this? Who produced this? What could it be but the 
Way producing one energy, one energy converting to yin 
and yang, and myriad beings and things proliferating from 
this? 



So it is said that the Way produces one energy from empty 
nothingness, then from one energy gives birth to yin and 
yang. Yin and yang then make vitality, energy, and spirit, 
and these three elements repeatedly produce myriad 
developments. If practitioners want to seek the reality of 
the supreme Way to develop the body of a wizard or a sage, 
they must first use yin and yang as effective tools, then 
make empty nothingness basic, and the Great Way will be 
attained. 

In this section the word nothing appears three times to 
point to where there is open space, calling it nothingness. 
The general idea is to say that people cultivating refinement 
proceed from nonbeing to being, then return from being to 



nonbeing, until they reach the unified energy in clear space, 
whereupon the Great Way is realized. 



XII. Checking Desires 

The five colors make people’s eyes go 

blind, 

the five notes make people’s ears go 
deaf, 

the five flavors make people’s palates 
confused. 

Racing, chasing, and hunting make 
people’s minds go crazy; 
hard-to-get goods make people’s 
actions troublesome. 

Therefore sages work for the 
abdomen, not the eyes; 
so they disregard the latter and take 
the former. 



Hie busy pursuits of the world set the mind racing in the 
fields of sound and form, possessions and profits. As for 
those who gaze as far as the eye can see, delight their 
minds and please their palates, do they not indeed fully 
enjoy the fine experiences in these? Who realizes that the 
pleasures of the human world have limits, whereas the 
pleasure of our own minds is limitless? What is more, 
where there is pleasure there is grief, and what adds to the 
body detracts from the mind. 

For example, when people see colorful decorations with 
bright hues and brilliant patterns, their faces light up and 
their spirits are stimulated; who realizes that where the 
eyes concentrate is where the spirit is dazed? How much 
vital strength can a human life have? When your mind is 



kept on material things and your nature indulges in pleasing 
feelings and you consider this splendid, inevitably your 
energy will be curtailed, your spirit stifled; your mind will 
become confused and your eyes will be blinded by this. So 
it says The five colors make people s eyes go blind. This 
is indeed supremely reasonable. 

When it comes to the harmonies of the lute and the 
melodies of the flute, even the ancient sages did not give 
them up. But how about stupid and vulgar youths who 
mingle with girl musicians and join in with singing boys, 
using up their vital spirit for a brief spell of fun? In the end 
the tune will still not stop, with the jingling of bells still in 
there, so the inner capacity of the ears has all run outside, 
and the ear are deafened because of this. So it says The 



five notes make people s ears go deaf. 


As for the relationship of the palate to flavors, a blend of 
pleasant tastes, with richness and blandness appropriately 
adjusted, even sages need. But that is nothing like gluttons 
carried away by their appetites craving rich flavors, with 
tables full of delicacies and larders full of rarities. Even if 
one mouthful costs several pieces of gold, or a single 
snack is enormously expensive, they don’t refuse. Do they 
realize that what excites the palate does not sharpen the 
mind? And while there is limitless supreme savor in the 
human mind that is intrinsically delicious without being 
rich, intrinsically satisfying without being rich, those who 
are content merely to gorge themselves only seek to please 
their palates. Therefore it says The five flavors make 



people s palates confused. 


As for the activity of hunting, ancient rulers originally did 
it for the sake of the populace, to eliminate vermin to ease 
their work and facilitate their tilling. In later ages people 
followed birds and beasts on chases and hunts, invariably 
using running dogs. In extreme cases they burn the fields 
and set the dogs loose to search out prey, so that even 
harmless snakes and insects suffer harm in no small 
measure. There are even those who use poison to kill their 
prey, making a living by killing without the slightest 
compunction. In the end, the Way of Nature favors return, 
and unexpected consequences can be unforgiving. 

Calamity and trouble can come along any moment. 
Moreover, when you are racing, chasing, and hunting, you 



are then doing violence to nature; your body is crazed, and 
your mind is crazed too. That is why Lao Tzu has a warning 
that racing, chasing, and hunting make people go crazy. 

Also, curios and rarities were not kept in sight by ancient 
emperors and kings, and that is why their manners were 
pure and their customs were beautiful, and their ministers 
of state could be secure in a paradise with no problems. 
People of later times valued the rare and unusual, hence 
they spent half their lives arranging transactions and making 
calculations, their vital energy used up on material things. 
Who realizes that what you admire, others admire too; 
trying to monopolize what you admire for yourself is the 
source of the daily increase in prominence of the manners 
of plunderers. Of old it has been said, “When an ordinary 



man is innocent, wishing for treasure is a crime on his 
part.” So we know the richer the store, the deeper the 
calamity. 


In human life, nature and life are what is important. One 
day when your earthly soul scatters and your celestial soul 
flies, where are your possessions and money then? Why 
don’t you value what’s within you more than what’s outside 
you? This is wiry Lao Tzu has the repeat warning that hard- 
to-get goods make people's actions troublesome. 

So it is that highly developed people imbued with the Way 
empty their minds to nurture their nature, and fill their 
abdomens to establish life. They know the primal unified 
energy, that it comes along with birth and goes along with 



death, and consider it the indestructible supreme treasure 
in their bodies. Urey focus wholeheartedly on this, and 
regard everything that comes from outside as like drifting 
clouds. 

Tilings have an end, but the Way has no end; people wear 
out, but the Way never wears out. If people want long life, 
they should place limited people and things in the 
formlessness of nature and life to cultivate them, so that 
they may know what to disregard and what to value. Ah, 
who but cultivated people with broad vision and exceptional 
consciousness cm eliminate the latter and take the 
former ? 


The general sense of teaching people to cultivate 



themselves is basically opposite to that of materialistic 
society. You should realize that what worldly people like 
Taoists dislike, and what worldly people crave Taoists 
discard. That is because sound and form, possessions and 
profit, and all kinds of fine things may benefit the body but 
ultimately do not benefit the mind. What is more, once the 
mind gets greedy, the body is at a disadvantage on that 
account. 

The matter of nature and life seems undefined and abstract, 
not worth valuing for the person, but if you can avoid 
external attractions and fulfill your original nature, single- 
mindedly cultivating and refining it without seeking outside 
at all, in the end when your work is done and your character 
is complete, the Way of eternal life is herein. Of all the 



treasures in the world, what is more valuable than this? 

The only thing to fear is that your will may not be firm and 
your progress willy-nilly, that reason and desire will get 
mixed up and conflict, and the celestial and the human will 
arise alternately, so it will prove difficult to reach the 
ultimate. 

I pray that later learners will begin by excluding falsehood 
and maintaining sincerity, continue by refining energy and 
stabilizing spirit, then get to return to the origin, embracing 
simplicity and going back to reality Then what problem 
will there be ascending to become a companion of 
immortals? This is why sages cultivate the interior, not the 
exterior; they work for the abdomen, not the eyes, 



eliminating the latter and keeping the former, to unify their 
will, stabilize their spirit, fulfill their nature and establish 
their life. Isn’t this infinitely better than the glory of the 
material world? 



XIII. Preventing Shame 
Favor and disgrace disturb you, 
valuing greatness troubles your body. 
What does it mean that favor and 
disgrace disturb you? 

Favor is inferior; get it and you’re 
disturbed, lose it and you’re 
disturbed. What does it mean that 
valuing greatness troubles your body? 
The reason we have big troubles is 
because we have bodies. 

If we had no bodies, what troubles 
would we have? 

Therefore those who value devoting 
themselves to work for the world 



can be entrusted with the world; 
those who love devoting themselves to 
work for the world 
can be put in charge of the world. 



Mencius said, “What is most important to preserve? 
Preserving the body is most important.” The Classic of 
Poetry says, “When enlightened and wise, one can thereby 
preserve one’s body.” How seriously the ancients regarded 
the body! Tire reason for this is that not only do one’s own 
nature and life depend on this body to exist, everyone in the 
whole family depends on it to live. By extension, whether 
defining a center for heaven and earth, establishing order 
for everyone, perpetuating lost learning from past sages, 
initiating world peace for myriad generations, without 
exception this body is in charge. 

But while what is in charge of the universe is this body, 
what is in charge of this body is the Way. Tire Way cannot 
stand alone in space; it must have human beings to take it 



up. Therefore it is said, “While the body exists, the Way is 
there; when the body perishes, the Way disappears.” 

Great practitioners avoid the materialistic world while the 
Great Way is not yet actualized, disappearing into mountain 
forests, hiding their light and developing in obscurity, 
enjoying the Way, comfortable in poverty, not hearing 
human voices, not talking about the times, not treading the 
red dust. Not only can you avoid trouble and keep yourself 
whole, you have hope of stabilizing yourself and thus 
establishing your life. As for the fame and favor of the 
human world, or the shame and disgrace, you look upon 
them as ordinary, so nothing is worth letting it get on your 


nerves. 



So even if it happens that you are sought out and given 
special treatment by heads of state, and become the most 
famous celebrity of the age, something people like so 
much they nearly go crazy, you yourself are even more 
aloof. If unfortunately your fame should become too great, 
so you are repeatedly struck by destruction and disgrace, 
the treacherous and devious let loose the tongues of 
slander and defamation, and you and your family are subject 
to enmity with no recourse, not only do you not fault 
others, you put the onus on yourself alone. 

Sages of old, when in favor, did not let that destroy their 
nature; when subjected to disgrace, they did not let that ruin 
their bodies. There was surely a reason for that. 

Essentially they all understood the way to preserve the 



body. They didn’t nourish their bodies with fame, fortune, 
and status, but cultivated their nature with benevolence, 
justice, and morality. That is how they made themselves 
immortal and were relied upon throughout history. If they 
had been self-centered, self-interested, and self-important, 
competing with others for fame and gain, concerned only 
with feeding and clothing themselves, ambitious, busy, 
agitated, scattered, competing ceaselessly, always causing 
trouble and taking unfairly, then calamity would soon 
ensue. This is why cultivated people value concealing their 
capacities to wait for the right time, living in contentment 
to honor virtue. 

Lao Tzu saw that people could not be prudent, prevent 
trouble, and be formless when in positions of favor, so he 



lamented that favor and disgrace disturb you, valuing 
greatness troubles your body. What does it mean to say 
that favor and disgrace disturb you? It is because favor is 
distinction that comes about later, not your original 
fundamental worth. So it says favor is inferior. However, 
ordinary people are busily preoccupied with gain and loss, 
so when they gain they are disturbed and when they lose 
they are disturbed. This is why favor and disgrace disturb 
you. 

What about the statement that valuing greatness troubles 
your body ? It says that it is because people have bodies 
that they have troubles. If we had no bodies, where would 
troubles come from? Generally speaking, as long as 
people have yet to attain the Way, they have no choice but 



to keep the body as an instrument for cultivating 
refinement. Once you attain escape from the shell and fly 
aloft, there is spirit but no energy—how could any calamity 
affect you? Even if you remain physically in the world, 
myriad entanglements disappear at once, while one reality 
is contained within. Even if you roam the four quarters like 
a cloud, you come and go freely—what big trouble is 
there? 

If practitioners in the world want to develop a spirit that 
lives a billion years, be the hope of a billion people, 
perform extraordinary work and achieve success that does 
not decay, they must not be negligent in anything at all they 
may say or do. This is valuing the body so the body 
survives. Then you can be a resort for the world. When 



you dare not be careless in action or repose, this is caring 
for your body, so your body abides. Then you can be a 
reliance for the world. This is quite unlike those who keep 
to themselves, aloof and withdrawn, and do not think of 
saving the whole world with the Way, enabling the whole 
world to travel on the Great Way together. 

This says the human body has an inherent nobility that need 
not be sought from outside, a nobility to which the glories 
of power and rank cannot compare. If people can cultivate 
this diligently, as the old saying goes, Take pains for two 
or three years, and you 'll have pleasure for ten million 
years. Truly this is no lie! What disturbance would there 
be in favor or disgrace? What lament would there be about 


trouble over status? 



As long as learners have yet to attain the Great Way, they 
must rely on this body to cultivate refinement. If you 
pettily take food and clothing, wealth and status, success 
and glory to be essential for care of the body, then the 
ordinary body has become more important, for which the 
primal real body invariably suffers. Once the primal real 
body is compromised, the temporary ordinary body too is 
definitely difficult to sustain. 

This is wiry ordinary people care for their bodies but wind 
up losing their bodies. Only complete people know all 
things are traces of evanescent evolution, with forms that 
come into being and then vanish, so they cannot be 
acknowledged as absolute. It is our primal creative energy 



that is the root of our ongoing life. It can be used for a 
lifetime, and it can be used for a billion years. Without this 
real energy, how could the ordinary body even exist? This 
is the body within the human body—sustain it and you live, 
lose it and you die; scatter it and you become a thing, 
concentrate it and you become an immortal. Tbu cannot be 
separate from it for even a single breath. 

Lao Tzu teaches people to be very careful not to let 
themselves be negligent in anything, or allow a single 
thought to wander, and also not presume to compete with 
others, but just be calm and comfortable, clear and clean, 
not materialistic, simply suiting your nature. Even if you 
have not yet emerged in society to contribute to the people, 
nevertheless a healthy baby is already luckily safe and 



sound in your heart. If this person does not emerge, what 
can you do for humanity at large? Hie yearning of the 
people is profound and intense. 

When it comes to being a reliance for the world, Not 
taking one s own personal happiness for happiness, but 
considering the happiness of the whole world happiness; 
not taking one s own personal troubles as trouble, but 
regarding the troubles of the whole world as trouble — 
how is that for reliability! 



XIV. Extolling the Basis 

When you look at it, you don’t see it 

—this is called indistinct. 

When you listen to it, you don’t hear it 
—this is called rarified. 

When you grasp it you don’t get it— 
this is called subtle. 

These three cannot be pinned down, 

so they merge into one: 

above is not light, below is not dark: 

continuing unbroken, it cannot be 

named; 

and it reverts to nothing. 

This is called a description of the 
indescribable, 



imagery of the unimaginable. 

This is called the undefined: 
facing it, you don’t see its beginning; 
following it, you don’t see its end. 
Hold to the ancient Way to govern 
present existence. 

Knowing the beginning of the ancient 
is called the regulation of the Way. 



In general, everything in the world must have some unifying 
thread before you can summarize the essentials 
systematically and coherently. How much the more so of 
practicing the Way! 

Now then, the source of the Way is real whole energy. Real 
whole energy is the root of the Great Way. What is real 
whole energy? Tire Classic of Poetry says, “Tire order 
governing Nature is unending in depth.” What is the root of 
the Great Way? Hre Classic of Poetry says, “The work of 
heaven above is soundless, scentless.” This is the union of 
order and energy, which is the Way. 

If practitioners can recognize this basis, find out this clue, 
use reason to regulate emotion, act justly to stabilize your 



nature, and use immaterial whole energy for the taproot, 
the Way of long life can be attained. 

If you take pure clarity and lucidity for practice, I know you 
have no realistic practice, and you are even wasting effort. 
This is why Lao Tzu depicts the primal Great Way as such 
that when you look at it you don’t see it—this is called 
indistinct; when you listen to it you don’t hear it—this is 
called rarified; when you grasp it you don't get it—this 
is called subtle. 

When the eyes see anything, when the ears hear anything, 
when the hands hold anything, it is all temporal vitality, 
energy, and spirit with form, color, sound and scent. These 
can only be used to complete the body, not to fulfill the 



Way. But what is unseen when you look is primal nature, 
what is unheard when you listen is primal sense. What 
can’t be found when you grasp is primal consciousness. 
The expressions indistinct, rarified and subtle all refer to 
pro found depth, mystery, remoteness, and ungraspability. 
There is really something that cannot be pinned down. 

If you don’t know how to begin in empty nothingness, and 
you fixate on your body’s polluted energy and mixed-up 
spirit to produce a sense of awareness and imagine you are 
meditating, I fear that you haven’t developed inner 
resources deeply yet, so how can you flourish and grow? 

This is why the work of refining vitality, energy, and spirit 
is not apart from undifferentiated wholeness. After a long 



time in undifferentiated wholeness, the spiritual embryo 
develops and the positively energized spirit is born. But in 
that process you still have to know how to nurture the 
embryo and develop the spirit. This is what is referred to 
earlier as caring for the people, governing the country, 
practicing the Way without artifice. 

Hie yang spirit exits and enters and travels around 
naturally. Sometimes the spirit heads upward; it does not 
know whence, so above is not light. Sometimes the spirit 
withdraws below; it does not let slip what it stores, so 
below is not dark. From here continuous and 
uninterrupted, with unbroken constancy, unnamable, 
indescribable, and without deliberate contrivance, you 
return to the undifferentiated state before your father and 



mother gave birth to you, where there is not a single thing. 
When the I Ching says “Clean your mind, withdraw 
inwardly,” that’s what this means. Therefore the Tao Te 
Ching says Revert to nothing. 

Even though it is nothing, however, everything in the world 
comes from this nothingness. This is wiry Lao Tzu refers 
to description of the indescribable, imagery of the 
unimaginable. But ultimately what description, what 
image is there for it? It is simply a matter of attaining it in 
abstraction. If you are effectively capable of abstraction, 
true positive energy is thereupon born; meeting its impulse 
and guiding it, you don’t see where it arises from—this is 
facing it, you don’t see its beginning. Following the 
energy and drawing it, you don’t see where it ends either— 



this is following it, you don't see its end. This is how 
immense the Way is—isn’t it big enough to fill the 
universe, small enough to fit in a hair ? 

What way is this Way? It is the original energy, the real 
governor of the human body. With it you live, without it 
you die. When it is sound, you are human; when deficient, 
you become a beast. The distinction is very slight. 

If learners find this original energy and absorb it into their 
five organs and entire body, then their hair will be lustrous, 
their skin fine and smooth. This is called holding to the 
ancient Way to govern present existence. 


If people can recognize this original energy, older than the 



universe itself, and make it the guide of their bodies and the 
head of all affairs, then the substance is established and the 
function will operate on its own. When the root is right the 
outgrowths will naturally be correct. If learners try to 
cultivate true awakening without taking the original energy 
as the root, instead they will fall into cultism. Urey are to 
be pitied. 

This describes the substance of the Way. When students of 
the Way understand this substance, only then can they get to 
work. As for real whole energy, this is the source of primal 
nature and life, to which temporal vitality, energy, and spirit 
cannot compare. If you want to experience real energy, you 
must merge nature and life into one; only then do you find 
real whole energy. 



This energy is amorphous, an undifferentiated whole, 
immensely vast. Though no image or form can 
approximate it, everything in the world with appearance and 
form comes from here where there is no form and no 
appearance. This is indeed what governs the Great Way, the 
root of heaven, earth, humanity, and all things. 

Taoists say Keep to the center. Buddhist say Contemplate 
emptiness. Confucians say Be careful when alone. All 
these are the same practice. From the point of view of 
other people, there seems to be nothing apparent, nothing 
noticeable, but you yourself are thoroughly aware. 

Also, consummate emptiness means consummate 



fulfillment; when you reach nothingness, you arrive at 
Being. Therefore has been said, “Nothing is more visible 
than the hidden, nothing more evident than the subtle. A 
cultivated person’s practice of carefulness when alone truly 
is unceasing.” 

In sum, in hidden subtlety and recondite solitude, though 
there be the visible and evident to rely on, the root source 
of the Great Way is simply so rarified, indefinable, subtle, 
and inconceivable that it is described as indescribable and 
imagined as imageless, absolutely whole. 

What people who study the Way all have to do before 
positive energy has arisen is to await it in mental 
abstraction; then once positive energy is bom, meet it with 



mental abstraction; and when it returns to the furnace and 
goes into the cauldron, preserve it and nurture it in mental 
abstraction, without arousing very clear consciousness, so 
that you may not fail at any time or in any place to find the 
Great Way and return to the source. 

Hie previously mentioned emergence of the yang spirit, 
understanding heaven and examining earth, comprehending 
mysteries and arriving at subtleties, all the way to the time 
of complete enlightenment and complete purity of the 
experience of the realm of light, is left to occur naturally, 
on its own; you know as if not knowing, are aware as if 
unaware. How much the more when beginning the work— 
can it be done without going into mental abstraction to 
mortify the human mentality and enliven the mind of the 



Way? 



XV. Illustrating Potency 

The experts of old were subtle, with 

profound mastery, 

so deep it could not be perceived. 

It is just because it cannot be 
perceived 

I impose descriptions on this. 
Cautious, like crossing a river in 
winter, 

hesitant, as if fearful of all around, 
Dignified, like a guest, relaxed, like 
ice about to melt. 

Whole like unworked wood, 

Empty, like a valley, 

Indistinct, like murky water. 



Who can gradually clear murkiness by 
purifying stillness? 

Who can gradually produce action 
from prolonged calm? 

Those who keep this Way do not want 
fullness: 

Only by not filling can they use frilly 
without making anew. 



In the preceding segment Lao Tzu spoke of the essence; 
this segment speaks of people who embody the Way. 

People and the Way are two, and yet are one. The Way 
cannot be seen; it is seen through people. People attain 
immortality by the Way, but what is the Way of immortals? 
It is real whole energy, which is the potency of balance. If 
you want to practice the Great Way, is there any other? 

King Wen was very careful, announcing matters to God; 
Confucius walked with short, cautious steps, as if he were 
getting out of the way. These practices are no more than 
seriousness. If people can steady their minds by 
seriousness, without a moment of carelessness, not 
treating any task lightly, the Great Way is not exactly this, 



but it’s in there. 


While there is nothing strange about the Way, of course it 
depends on the existence of people who embody the Way 
to exist among them. This Way then won’t be suspended in 
a void between heaven and earth. Therefore Lao Tzu says 
of experts of ancient times that their character was 
incomparable, so their nature was unfathomable. How very 
subtle and sublime they were! Tranquil and stable, sensitive 
and effective, how deep and masterful they were! 
Considering the breadth of their hearts and the immensity 
of their minds, they were deeper than rivers and seas, so 
people had no way to fathom them. Therefore Lao Tzu says 
it is precisely because they are not recognized that he 
imposes descriptions on them, to clarify that their inner 



reality could not be fathomed but descriptions might be 
imposed on some of their outer aspects. 

Their caution in solitude is ever attentive, maintaining 
sincerity in all situations; like great elephants crossing a 
river, they’ll wait till the ice melts to cross. Like hounds 
going about by night, they’ll wait till the wind dies down to 
go. This represents utmost caution. 

Their orderly dignity was like welcoming a distinguished 
guest from afar, not evincing any arrogance. Their 
unburdened freedom, their calm detachment, was like ice 
melting, becoming water, leaving no trace to be found. 
Their loyal and generous consideration, their benevolent 
and kind treatment of people, was whole, like totally 



unworked wood, completely uncarved and unpolished, 
wholly uncompromised. 

As for their openness and tolerance, their humility and 
self-restraint, they were like remote valleys deep in the 
mountains, open, nothing in them, immense and capacious! 

Given that they appeared like this, their essential nature 
may be inferred. In sum, they all merged with the operation 
of Nature in the soundless, followed the laws of God 
without consciously knowing, just like when the ancient 
sage king Shun was living deep in the mountains he was not 
distinguishable from a mountain rustic. How could that 
manner of unspoiled dignity be imitated by the muddled? 



But wholeness and mixture are similar; there is one 
principle for the sage and the ordinary person. Tire murky 
muddle of the ordinary person is really mixed up; the 
opacity of the sage is wholeness that seems indistinct. In 
reality they are completely integrated yet thoroughly pure, 
that’s all. 

Yet sages don’t consider themselves sages, and that is why 
they are sages. Ordinary people don’t consider themselves 
ordinary, and that is why they stay ordinary. Who is able, 
while the mind is polluted, to purify it and make it calm? 
When it has been calm for a long time, clear light appears. 
Who can be immersed in the basic calm of essential nature, 
and expand it? When you have nurtured it for a long time 
and bring it to life, gradually drawing on it for medicine, 



refining it into elixir, isn’t the Way to preserve life really in 
this? 


This stabilization of spirit by calmness plus enlivening of 
energy by activity equals keeping centered, which is the 
living midnight when yang is born. From here it rises and 
descends, and you gather it back into the cauldron on the 
furnace, in the center of the body. Gradually culling and 
gradually refining, gradually refining and gradually 
solidifying, it’s all a matter of single-mindedness, 
undivided, myriad objects all empty, preserving only this 
positive yang energy, having it without possessing it, empty 
and even emptier. The utterly empty mind has no thought 
of keeping full, so it can bring back real whole energy and 
attain the real eternal Way. 



Why does it say they can use fully without making anew ? 
Because whatever is newly made will soon deteriorate. 
Here, this is using to the full without getting worn out. 
What wears out is the traces, what does not wear out is the 
spirit. One reality is contained within, myriad kinds of 
intelligence appear externally. That subtlety and profound 
mastery certainly were like this in some sense. 

This speaks of the prudence and carefulness of those who 
comprehend the Way. Though it is said that the Way is 
based on empty nothingness, yet advanced people who have 
the Way can manifest form without having form, like those 
who have united inside and outside. But the seven lines 
with the word like all borrow things to describe correct 



perception of the Way, subtle penetration of the 
mysterious, too deep to be fathomed. The lines following 
who can say that for those who have not yet been able to 
develop potency but seek to enter the Way, confusion is not 
easy to clear up. But if they keep calm and attentive, the 
essence of mind will spontaneously become clear. Why 
value prolonged activity? When clear, spiritual knowledge 
is inexhaustible. Fullness beckons loss, so they don’t want 
fullness; what is done in haste readily deteriorates, so they 
don’t redo. 

I pray hearers will be open and have the capacity to accept, 
will be simple, without polish, stolid, showing the manners 
of sincerity and circumspection wherever you are. With 
this, the human mind will not fail to evolve into the mind of 



the Way, and ordinary energy will not fail to convert into 
real energy. Just because it’s too deep to fathom, don’t 
hesitate and fail to go forward. 



XVI. Returning to the Root 
Making emptiness consummate, 
keeping quietude genuine, 
as myriad beings all act, 

I thereby watch their return. 

For beings, however numerous, 
individually return to their root again. 
Returning to the root is called 
quietude. 

Quietude is called reporting back. 
Reporting back is called constancy. 
Knowing the constant is called 
enlightenment. 

Not knowing the constant arbitrarily 
creates harm. 



Knowing the constant means being 
open; 

openness is impartiality; impartiality 
rules: 

the ruler is Nature. 

Nature is the Way, the Way is eternal; 
physical demise poses no danger. 



If people want to practice the Great Way to become gold 
immortals that do not deteriorate, when they first start 
working on it they have to get the root. What is the root? 

It is the opening of the mysterious pass. 

Cultivating realization in training for the Way is no simple 
matter; how could it be comprehended in just the subtle 
opening of the mysterious pass? Heaven has its root, 
things have their stem, humans have their source. No one 
can complete an incomparably great achievement or an 
enduring work without a foundation to start. 

Try to contemplate the absolute silence before sky and 
earth were distinguished; after they were distinct, there was 
still just an endless expanse. Do you say before their 



distinction is the root of heaven? Vague, with nothing 
definite to focus on, this cannot be considered the root of 
heaven. Do you say after their distinction is the root of 
heaven? Evolution develops endlessly—this can’t be 
designated as the root of heaven either. 

So where is this root, after all? It is right at the verge of 
distinction. 

Also contemplate the time before humans and other beings 
had not yet come into existence, vague, indistinct, 
formless. Once they’ve developed, they proliferate without 
bounds. Do you say before their origin is the root? 
Imperceptible and undefined, it surely cannot be 
considered the root of human beings. Do you say the root 



is after developing? Change and development are also 
endless, so this cannot be viewed as the root of human 
beings. 

So where is this root, actually? It too is at the very verge of 
birth. If you don’t know this opening and act arbitrarily, 
what can you do? Lao Tzu shows people the method for 
cultivating the Way and seeking the mystery: Making 
emptiness consummate, keeping quietude genuine...I 
thereby watch the return. This makes it clear that if 
practitioners want to find the mysterious pass, they have to 
withdraw from superficial distractions and return wholly to 
genuine reality, stabilize the spirit in emptiness, nurture 
energy in quietude, reach the extreme of emptiness, keep 
genuinely quiet, and naturally myriad appearances will all 



be empty and one reality will be in your embrace. 

Therefore th elChing says, “Return is seeing the heart of 
heaven and earth.” 

Master Shao Yang said, “At midnight on the winter solstice, 
the noumenon of the root of heaven is extremely subtle; 
where positive energy first stirs, when myriad things are 
yet unborn, this time is the return of the design of Nature.” 
He also said, “When positive energy is first activated, it is 
obscure but provokes awakening.” This is the impulse of 
myriad things returning to the root, heaven and earth 
restored. 

At this point the primal original creative energy is really 
something to behold. However, its impulse is very slight 



and its energy very speedy. The immediate present is it— 
revolve in thought and you go wrong, more quickly than 
lightning or sparks. 

Please observe this in plants and trees. When they are 
flourishing visibly, however beautiful and eye-catching 
their foliage, it cannot be a source of renewal, a basis of 
regeneration. Only through sprouting and dying off, turning 
life giving to killing, bringing the beginning to an end in the 
formation of fruit, does each return to the root. This is no 
different from the elixir of spiritual alchemists. Return to 
the root is returning from activity to stillness. Having 
returned to stillness, then as ever there is a return to the 
beginning, with birth and dissemination of good seed. In 
inanimate beings this is called return to the root; in humans 



it’s called reporting back. 


These are not different things. Spring and autumn alternate, 
beings grow old and are renewed. Life-giving and killing 
alternate, flowers that blossom fade and fall. So we know 
that practitioners’ Way of reporting back is also called the 
completely normal constant way of complementarity of the 
two energies of heaven and earth creating a current of one 
energy. 

If you can recognize the normal, constant Way, you 
understand the Great Way. If you proceed to work on this, 
hopefully you won’t go astray. Popular cults don’t know 
the root source of the Great Way, and are unwilling to clean 
their minds and purge their thoughts, starting at the 



beginning and concluding with the end. Some of them 
cultivate consciousness, some cultivate physical energy, 
some collect seven metals and eight minerals to make 
medicine, some take boys or girls for the basis of the 
elixir. Since there is no Way in this, how will they attain, 
particularly when they’re used to obsessively rushing into 
false shortcuts? Many are those who have wound up 
damaging their bodies, even losing their lives! 

This is all because of not knowing that the Way is normal, 
and thus getting into a quest for the occult, practice of the 
weird, engaging in dangerous activities and inviting 
misfortune and blame. When you know the Way is in the 
ream of real normality, that everyone has it, and it is in 
everything, you do not rejoice at knowing it and do not 



consider attaining it to be extraordinary. Like fire and 
water, people may take of it as they will, while you remain 
unaffected, at ease, open and accepting, looking upon 
others and self as one, with an open, utterly impartial mind. 

When completely impartial and not subjective, this is no 
different from a leader’s identification with the populace, 
standing with heaven and earth as a central pole, joining 
myriad things at the common source. Is this not being 
united with Nature? 

Nature is the Way, the Way is Nature; there is no Way 
outside of Nature, and no Nature outside of the Way. 
Nature is great; sovereigns take it for their model. The 
Way alone is noble; Nature is ruled by it. Therefore 



humans are born and die, but the Way is ever present and 
does not come to an end. Even if you reach the point where 
you fly aloft and escape the physical shell, you will still 
perish sometime. 

So while the physical dies, the spiritual does not; though 
the body ceases to exist, energy does not. Where the 
Classic of Poetry says, “King Wen is on high, distinguished 
in heaven,” this is what it means. 

It is always from the extreme of emptiness and genuine 
quietude that the manifestations of return are observed, 
making it possible to become unfathomable like this. 
Learners should not fail to search out the root, lest they 
invite misfortune by arbitrary action. 



Lao Tzu points out to people the work on the foundation, 
the essential learning. If you gain power here, you are 
empowered everywhere. When students understand this 
message, they carefully keep to the compass center, 
without stopping, from nonbeing to being and from being to 
nonbeing; even in the moment of a single breath, the basis 
of the Great Way is all there, so in the time it takes to 
finish a meal the beginning of the Way is there. 

From this thread of subtle potential you cull and refine, 
gradually to reach the point where it has amassed and is 
irrepressible. All of this results from buildup of initial 
positive energy. Even an expansive mood filling heaven and 
earth, the yang spirit going through the North Star and 



Altair, can only be produced by accumulation of the point 
of real energy. If students don’t find this real energy and 
only use the conditioned body and mind for cultivation, that 
will only be like one hair versus nine oxen, like one grain 
compared to the ocean. How could this be discussed 
together with heaven and earth? 

By practicing this Way and merging with heaven and earth, 
you can go on for all time without deteriorating. Those 
who cultivate the Way need to recognize the real brain, the 
true essence, and not miss the time to draw on it. 



XVII. The Unspoiled Way 

The highest are not even known to 

exist; 

those next are loved and praised. 
Those next are feared; 
those next are despised. 

When trust is not sufficient in them, 
there is distrust in them. 

And still they value words. 

When work is accomplished and tasks 
completed, 

the people all think it is natural. 



In high antiquity, the Way of personal cultivation was 
identical to the Way of governing society. It was nothing 
but reality. Discipline yourself with reality, and you 
become cultivated; respond to others with reality, and they 
go along. Though there is the division between inside and 
outside, the distinction between others and self, in the 
reality of the mind there is no difference. If people can be 
always completely sincere, then others will always be 
moved by it. If people sometimes are intermittent in their 
sincerity, then others’ response to them will also be 
intermittent. 

Tlris is because people have this same mind, their minds 
have this same pattern. Cultivate the person, and the world 
settles itself; lose the reality, and the world will become 



chaotic. From the earliest times until now no one has ever 


been different. 

Lao Tzu wants people to cultivate themselves by the Way of 
sincerity so as to govern others by the Way of sincerity, 
distinguished without show, adapting without disturbance, 
accomplished without striving, not consciously knowing 
the way of government is in themselves, not consciously 
aware of people being impressed and influenced by 
observing. That spontaneous influence not knowing where 
it goes was the unspoiled manner of high antiquity. We 
haven’t gotten to see this in a long time, so Lao Tzu says 
that in high antiquity they didn’t know it existed. Ruler and 
subjects happy and content, joyously going about under the 
sun of order lighting up the heavens—if not for the 



continual presence of sincerity, how could there be such a 
spiritual government? 


When the most august decency of old had become remote, 
and the perfect government of high antiquity was not heard 
of, then the ways of the world increasingly degenerated, 
increasingly at odds with the Great Way, to an unspeakable 
degree, unbearable to see or hear of. But in times not yet 
so remote from antiquity, this Way was still present; 
original nature had not yet become diluted and polluted, 
true sincerity still existed. While it was not the genuine 
solidity of high antiquity, it was still a light for the times. 
Though in both cases there was order, in one case it was 
spontaneous, without deliberate intent, while in the other it 
was intentional administration of benevolent policies to 



protect the people like protecting infants, loving the people 
like loving family members. 

The honor for superiors and respect for elders shown in 
these times were still like the immediate response of an 
echo, so the effect of truthfulness was not uniform and the 
influence of virtue could not be equal. But they were just 
friendly, loving, encouraging and appreciative, they did not 
additionally use rhetoric or appearances to make people 
impressed by their character or awed by their dignity. 
Though this was not as good as high antiquity, it was still 
laudable in following the path, following the road. This 
exemplifies the saying, When the Great Way goes out of 
fashion, then there is benevolence and duty. 



The fact is that the august descended to the imperial, the 
imperial descended to the regal, but all of them went the 
way of rule based on natural virtues. After that, as the 
ancient manners became increasingly remote, the Great 
Way was increasingly disregarded, and royalty deteriorated 
into hegemony Hegemons used the artificial to carry out 
the real; their mentalities were individual mentalities, their 
views were individual views, far from the uniform moving 
sincerity of emperors and kings. Therefore their rites and 
religion were still the same, their political and penal 
systems were still the same, and their laws and ordinances 
were still the same too, but there was an incalculable 
difference in the reality and artificiality of the mentality. 

Making use of outstanding talents to manage society, 



depending on the law to guide the populace, when measures 
are appropriate and administration accords with the law, 
causing the people to respect it with awe, not daring to 
violate the law, then this is brilliant leadership, an era of 
great peace. Anything less than this is not worth talking 
about. 

Relying on cunning to drive the people, exercising craft to 
compel the masses, running a mercurial government with 
an erratic mentality, the pompous and self-satisfied 
invariably think their wisdom is beyond the ancient kings 
and their talent is above the historical hegemons; and yet 
the common people in such an era wind up anxious and 
uneasy, unable to sleep through the night. The disregard for 
the populace is truly extreme. Though the people may not 



dare to say it, eventually the feeling of alienation 
inexorably becomes pervasive and so calamity and chaos 
soon follow. 

Confucius said, “If the leaders are inclined to trust, then the 
people will be sincere.” If they cannot even trust 
themselves, then how can they be trusted by their people? 
This is wiry rulers and subjects cheat each other and 
deceive each other. The dissemination of regulations, 
declarations, ordinances, and directives was not something 
even sages did without; but there are distinctions of 
truthfulness and falsehood, so impressions and responses 
differ. Emperors and kings personally act as models, 
impressing their people with trustworthiness, so law is 
observed and administration works; when pronouncements 



are made, the people believe them. Eventually light is shed 
over the four quarters, works are accomplished and tasks 
are completed, like the sage king Yao’s moderation in times 
of change, and the sage king Shun’s respectful abnegation 
of artifice, so the common people all think they are being 
natural. This is how far genuine trustworthiness reaches. 
Compared to those who lack faithfulness within, what a 
difference! 

The whole Tao Te Ching fundamentally applies to 
everything: cultivation of the body is in here, governing the 
world is in here; by extension, there is nothing in the world 
beyond its scope. In this chapter, for example, the highest 
means people of the highest level, with the highest level of 
character. That is why they are called the highest; highest 



quality is purity, with the six senses all steady. Those next 
influence the people with care and respect, succeeding 
when the people are moved. Those next drive the people 
with awesome sternness. Those next lead the people by 
cunning craft, so-called strategic arts. So the most subtle 
of those is trustworthiness. 

Trust is associated with earth. The entire process of 
cultivating refinement makes subtle use of the earth of 
intent. Therefore Lao Tzu says, “That vitality is very real; 
there is trustworthiness in it.” This is the basis of 
alchemical elixir; nothing but perfect sincerity. If people 
can be perfectly sincere all the time, then what makes the 
elixir is herein. 



But truthfulness and falsehood are not so far apart. 

Conquer thought and you become a sage, obliterate thought 
and you become a lunatic. The border between human and 
beast, the pass of life and death, is but a slight divide. 

I pray later learners will seek and find real truthfulness to 
be the way of genuine normality. Where is truthfulness? 
Hie opening of the mysterious pass. Do people know this? 



XVIII. Shallowness of Customs 
When the Great Way is neglected, 
there are benevolence and 
righteousness; 
when intelligence emerges, 
there is great artifice. 

When relatives do not harmonize, 
there are filial piety and kindness. 
When a nation is benighted and 
chaotic, 

there are loyal ministers. 



We have observed how the customs of high antiquity were 
still wholesome, and the people were all plain, sound in 
mind, stable in life, content in their ways, taking pleasure in 
their work, like creatures acting in accord with Nature, 
without artificiality, needing no arrangements, going along 
with what was naturally normal, this without even knowing 
why it was so. That is why Chuang Tzu told people who 
were excessively busy, who ignorantly labored to 
exhaustion, that to act in accord with Nature has an 
abundance of real meaning. 

This is the reason for unconsciously, unknowingly 
following the laws of God. What kind of policy is this? 
Essentially it is not more than wholly uniting with the Great 
Way, without cogitation, without calculation. 



But nothing could be done about the daily decline in the 
manners of the august ones, the increasing degeneration of 
the great Way. Now those who acted as leaders adopted 
doctrines of benevolence and righteousness and worked 
diligently, not daring to ever be negligent. 

Now then, relying on righteousness and abiding by 
benevolence are also excellences of sages and savants, and 
so are not to be stoutly denied while only comparing them 
to antiquity. In ancient times when it was flourishing, the 
Great Way was completely clear and people’s minds were 
unspoiled. Urey didn’t talk about benevolence and 
righteousness, but benevolence and righteousness were 
spontaneously there. That’s quite far removed from the 



current situation! 


Lao Tzu therefore laments this, saying, “When the Great 
Way is neglected, there are benevolence and 
righteousness.” From this, those high and low who admired 
benevolence and righteousness stole these terms, and the 
artificially benevolent and righteous practiced that 
deception. Even though benevolence and righteousness are 
still to be affirmed, contrivance spoils them; but how could 
this be a defect of benevolence and righteousness? It 
comes from ever-increasing prying, harm caused by those 
obsessed with benevolence and fanatical about 
righteousness, that’s all. 

But we still speak of benevolence and righteousness; 



though they do not reach the reality of the Great Way, still 
they are not too artificial. After this, when the habits of 
society became increasingly perverse and people’s 
mentalities were ever more corrupt, then those who 
maintained the traditions of benevolence and righteousness 
were quite rare. All one would see was people in and out of 
government, high and low, rulers and ministers alike, all 
using knowledge to show off their talents, all using 
intellect to exercise their tricks. In their dealings with 
each other, most of the time one would be worried about 
being deceived by another. Urey could not follow one path 
in the same way, so how could they hope to manage their 
homes or govern their states? 


Thus fathers and sons developed antipathies, brothers began 



to fall out, and things even got to the point where husbands 
and wives, friends, relatives, and neighbors were all 
psychologically isolated, all with their own individual 
opinions, like strangers unable to get along. It was even 
worse outside those circles, of course. If there happened 
to be one in ten thousand sons who was actually good to his 
parents, the imperial court would award him a prize. If 
there was a father who was actually kind, everyone in the 
community would sing his praises. 

Alas! Kindness in fathers and respect in sons are originally 
norms of the natural world, and standards for home life. So 
why is there any reason to praise and elevate them? It was 
when relatives were at odds, with habits of discord and 
divisive quarrels developing, that there were the respectful 



and the kind. This was certainly not better than earnestness 
spontaneously showing, living in a village yet influencing 
the whole world. It is far from the days when the Great 
Way was flourishing and sons had respect for their parents 
without knowing it was filial piety, fathers were indeed kind 
but were unaware that it was kindness. 

Even so, this respect and kindness were still because of 
disharmony, to function as a way of harmonization. But in 
the present age, the people who like to put on pretenses, 
merely making pretentious talk of kindness and respect, 
assuming a reputation of kindness and respect, are too 
numerous to account. 

It was even worse after the era of the hegemons, with 



relatives destroying each other, lords and ministers trading 
off. Of course, there is nothing strange in that; when there 
are ignorant and mediocre rulers on top, there are willful 
ministers under them, hence the state becomes unstable. It 
is fortunate if there is someone full of loyalty and duty who 
emerges to bring peace and stability to the country; even if 
his success or failure, sharpness or slowness, cannot be 
known in advance, his total devotion, utmost effort, and 
solitary loyalty are worthy of notice. When the odds are 
against him, he reverses them with his strength; when the 
situation is hopeless, he secures safety by his mind. 

Indeed, ministers working for rulers wish to be good 
ministers rather than “loyal” ministers. With luck, the 
fortunes of the nation continue in peace, and they 



cooperate to assist the ruler. Otherwise, strongmen rise up 
one after another, individually exercising their abilities 
trying to run the world. When the world is benighted and 
chaotic, this is how Nature reveals loyal ministers; when 
there are loyal ministers in the world, this is how Nature 
controls ignorance and chaos. 

But even if loyal ministers emerge, even if they can get rid 
of chaos, clear the air of violence, and produce a state of 
decorum and righteousness, that is still far inferior to the 
uneventful tranquility of august antiquity. Ministers of 
state with loyal designs wish to remain obscure all their 
lives, and not become distinguished. Otherwise, if one man 
gets a reputation as a loyal minister while the whole land 
suffers the calamities of chaos, isn’t that miserable? 



Here Lao Tzu laments the way of the world, pained by the 
present and nostalgic for the past, wanting people to return 
to plainness and go back to reality, so those above and 
those below will alike be innocent, their virtues never 
leaving; will alike be free from greed, so their ways are 
always adequate. 

In a state of peace, everyone is secure because there is 
nothing to be concerned about; but those who don’t know 
where to go then have benevolence, righteousness, 
intelligence, devoted sons and loyal ministers. They view it 
all as inevitable; they don’t know these have been made to 
exist, and they would be ashamed to say they were made 
up. What kind of innocent simplicity is this? 



Even though this is a theory of government, it also applies 
to cultivation of the body. The first line speaks 
metaphorically of unspoiled manners like a jewel that 
hasn’t been cut or polished, like the body of a virgin who 
spontaneously realizes subtleties of the Way without 
needing artificial practices. 

Once you’ve lost your original natural state, then you have 
no choice but to borrow primal yin and yang to restore it. 
Ym and yang are benevolence and righteousness; so when 
the Great Way is neglected, then there is talk of 
benevolence and righteousness. 

When it comes to clear and precise apprehension of 



authentic experiences inside and outside your body, resting 
in emptiness to use intelligence to cull them, take them in, 
incubate them, and nurture them, the contents are not 
thoroughly pure, but are mixed with a lot of temporal 
conditioning, so there cannot but be artificiality and 
arbitrariness. This is another meaning of the saying When 
intelligence emerges, there is great artifice. 

Another example is culling yin to supplement yang in order 
to harmonize the six senses when they are inharmonious, 
causing them to return to great stability, as an analogy for 
familial respect and kindness. Intense cultivation to rectify 
confusion in one’s person to restore clarity is the essence 
of loyal service. If you know this, the Way is not far off. 



Here Lao Tzu elucidates the practice of reporting back and 
returning to the root. Ultimately what way is this? It is no 
more than following unspoiled unadulterated nature, that’s 
all. To practice it too is just to practice this. 



XIX. Returning to Purity 
Eliminate pundits, disregard 
intellectuals, 

and the people will benefit a 
hundredfold. 

Eliminate benevolence, disregard 
righteousness, 

and the people will return to respect 
and kindness. 

Eliminate craftiness, give up 
profiteering, 

and robbers and thieves won’t exist. 
These three are used to make 
embellishment incomplete, 
therefore causing there to be 



relevance. 

See the basic, embrace the elemental; 
minimize selfishness, lessen avarice. 



Hie mass of people in the world, with their various 
intellectual and social inequalities, are all pervaded by 
natural order and energy, without exception. When they are 
cut off and don’t communicate, antagonistic in their 
feelings and exclusionary in their ideas, it is all because the 
people on top have no means of influence, and the people 
below have nothing to take for guidance. Since ancient 
times the wisest rulers followed a natural course and 
practiced a policy of governing without artifice. They were 
not eager to undertake projects in hopes of success; nor 
were they averse to undertaking projects, which would have 
been neglecting governance. Even if they had brilliant 
genius they deposited it all in the region of purity in the 
state of no contrivance, and those below, observing them, 
became civilized, spontaneously treating their parents like 



parents and their elders like elders, comfortable in their 
customs and taking pleasure in their work. When all the 
people returned to their nature, all of them lived out their 
lives. 

This was the society of high antiquity, when people were all 
simple and honest, and everything flourished. Was that not 
benefit truly a hundredfold? 

As for completely benevolent rulers, they were imbued 
with kindness and decency, and had a sense of sympathy. 
They were entirely devoted to the welfare of the people. 
Broad minded and unbiased, innocent and unspoiled, they 
didn’t speak of right and wrong, didn’t speak of crooked or 
straight, but acted in accord with nature, spontaneous, 



impartial, returning to the realm of great balance and 
perfect rectitude. Now the people who were influenced by 
observing this themselves became devoted children and 
kind parents. Even if there were people who were not 
devoted and not kind, through association they got into the 
habit and also became civilized along with the rest. How 
grand was that! 

In later ages, exceptionally bright and quick witted rulers 
emerged who governed without knowing that the Way is 
basically without contrivance—lead in accord and it’s easy, 
administer contrariwise and it’s hard. So some delighted in 
complicated changes, unsettling the people, setting up laws 
and promoting regulations until the country had many 
difficulties and the people couldn’t make a living. Some 



were inclined to be enterprising and more profligate in 
government, exhausting their armies, corrupting the 
military, until their treasuries were empty and the people 
couldn’t sustain life. 

It is no wonder, when a populace is desperate and a country 
is sick, that stealing and robbery would become common, 
and theft would be openly practiced everywhere. This kind 
of thing is all because extremely clever rulers don’t know 
howto use their cleverness in the sky of no contrivance, on 
the earth of liberty. Wishing to enrich their countries, they 
are greedy for profit, and as a result their countries do not 
flourish and their people are habitually dishonest like this. 


If leaders can be supremely clever without craft, bringing 



the people out according to their mentalities, guiding them 
according to their tendencies, meeting requirements 
without calculating profit, clarifying the Way without 
counting merits, then “the character of leaders is wind, the 
character of the people like grass,” like water flowing 
downward, like fire flaming upward, there is something 
irrepressible therein. Among the people of such a time, 
would there still be any who ignored morality, committed 
robbery and theft, and liked wrongdoing? There would not! 

This is wiry great sages seem ignorant, great benefactors 
seem unfeeling, great artisans seem unskilled. Later 
people viewed this as incompetence in leadership, 
inadequacy in government. But the influence of the 
character of sages, the impression made by benevolence, in 



the judgment of the intellectually clever may seem drab on 
the surface, but the real substance is mostly on the inside. 

Reason and passion basically do not plan together. To be 
full on the outside is to be lacking within; lessen the 
embellishment, and there is an abundance of substance. 
This is wiry sages ignore intellectualism, the benevolent 
ignore righteousness, the skilled ignore profit; they are 
true to their own reality and eliminate their own 
superficiality, that’s all. Even if the people below are 
completely ignorant, they always watch what their 
superiors are doing, taking that for standards of behavior. 
Getting rid of the superficial and honoring the substantial 
like this naturally gets the common people to unify their 
minds in the realm of the source, without “carving and 



polishing.” 


This is because when what is seen is substantial, genuine 
government without embellishment, then what is embraced 
is all unaffected reality. With this uncomplicated 
wholeness, in matters of food and clothing everyone is 
content with the everyday, while in social interactions 
everyone follows their roles. Although there are 
limitations of temperament, and it is impossible to 
guarantee that there is no subjectivity, the occasional 
sproutings of desire are still few and far between. 

To sum up, sagehood, benevolence, and skill are all 
substance, while intellect, righteousness, and profit are all 
embellishments. To eliminate sages, stop benevolence, and 



disregard righteousness, stop cleverness, and give up profit, 
all make embellishment incomplete and substance 
superabundant, with each having its particular domain. For 
the people feeding on virtue and imbibing harmony in that 
environment, how could there not be benefit unending, with 
respect and kindness daily increasing and robbers and 
thieves turning into good citizens? 

I haven’t seen this thriving government for a long time. 

This symbolizes the path of cultivation. First you need to 
consciously nurture the essence. Once the essence of 
mind has reverted to its natural state, then temporal vitality 
and energy also turn back into primal vitality and energy. If 
you have not yet seen the essence and clarified mind, but 



only make use of the nature of conditioned temperament 
and the mind of cognitive awareness, then vitality and 
energy will be subordinated to ordinary moods. How can 
you get real whole vitality and real whole energy to 
combine and make the elixir? 

Practitioners must find the key, the real brain, right from 
the original source, for their guide; then refinement of 
vitality, refinement of energy, and refinement of spirit are 
everywhere you are. If you realize what this means, then 
you know Lao Tzu’s classic is pervaded by the themes of 
governing society and cultivating the person. 


Other commentaries say “When the people on top get rid 
of sages and wisdom, all the people know is profit, so those 



who pursue profit are a hundred times more numerous. 
They eliminate benevolence and duty, so the people don’t 
know to love their parents and therefore become very much 
the opposite of devoted and kind.” This is eliminating what 
should not be eliminated—such is the corruption that 
results. When it comes to craft and profiteering at odds 
with sagacity, wisdom, benevolence, and justice, if they 
could be eliminated, how could there be theft? This is 
eliminating what should be eliminated—such is the salutary 
effect. 

This talk is very lofty. From “these three” on says that to 
govern people it is not necessary to use directives, but 
directives must be rooted in personal conduct. What is 
relevant is that you need to see the basic, so consciousness 



is stabilized; embrace the elemental, so spirit is whole; 
minimize selfishness and lessen cravings. In other words, 
“own the world but not exploit it.” How can this be attained 
but for a tolerant government without artificiality? 



XX. Different Habits 
Beyond learning, there are no worries. 
How far apart are “yes” and “yessir”? 
What is the distance between “good” 
and “bad”? 

What people fear, they can’t help 
fearing. 

The primordial, now, is never 
exhausted. 

The multitudes are merry, 

like they are having beef, lamb and 

pork, 

like they’re up in a tower in 
springtime. 

I alone am tranquil, evincing no sign, 



like an unborn infant, 
in movement as if without destination. 
Everyone has excess, I alone seem 
lacking. 

Is mine the heart of an ignoramus? 
Opaque, while worldly people are 
very bright, I alone am in the dark; 
worldly people are very inquisitive, I 
alone am indilferent, 
unalfected as if unaware, floating, 
seeming to alight nowhere. 

Everyone has use; I alone am 
stubborn and unsophisticated. 

I, alone, am dilferent from others, and 
value seeking food from the mother. 



Hie attainment of sages is extremely high, referred to as 
“beyond learning.” It is simply the sense of life in the 
whole body, at ease, relaxed, without anxious cogitation, 
without wishful thinking. The Classic Poetry says, “God on 
high is watching over you—don’t divide your mind.” So by 
acting without affectation, taking things as they come, for 
better or worse, you can be self-possessed wherever you 
are; so “there are no worries.” 

This state, compared to people who don’t study and have no 
skills, is more remote than sky from earth; and yet the 
distance between them is not far. It is like a response: a 
response is a response; a direct response of “yes” and an 
obsequious response of “yessir!” are both responses, but 
ultimately how much difference is there in how they 



respond? 


Since ancient times the distinction between sages and 
ordinary people is no more than good and bad, but the 
distinction of good and bad is simply in seriousness or 
self-indulgence. The critical difference is in a mere 
moment of thought. Then how far apart are they? 

If people can detach completely from senses and objects, 
so material forms are all empty, they will spontaneously 
experience real bliss that need not be sought from outside. 
So what anxiety would they have? 

Even so, only sages can attain freedom from worry and 
anxiety; ordinary people shrink back in fear. Those who 



aspire to the learning of sages, must not look upon it as 
difficult, fearing what other people fear. An ancient 
immortal said, “Beyond learning, without contrivance, the 
wayfarer who is free does not get rid of random thoughts, 
or seek reality either.” Tire I Ching says, “Pleased with 
Nature, acknowledging its order, therefore one does not 
fret.” 

It is just a matter of returning to empty silence, innocently 
and spontaneously conforming to your own nature, 
resorting to your own destiny. Then what is there to fear? 

When you begin, however, you must gather in the light of 
your spirit and return it to undifferentiated wholeness. 
Whether active or quiet, in ordinary circumstances and in 



the midst of change, like the primordial era before sky and 
earth had separated, infinite, peaceful, quieter than 
midnight. In this way you will have inner autonomy, and 
external things won’t disturb you. 

When it comes to applying this in practical affairs, putting 
it into the political order, the people will naturally be 
influenced by it, gladly appreciating the virtues of a sage 
like they were enjoying the prosperity to consume beef, 
lamb, and pork; they will enjoy the realm of a sage like the 
pleasure of the view from a terrace in springtime. How 
could solitary cultivation of tranquility compare to that 
natural capacity? 


This is how your success can fill the world without you 



recognizing your success, how your action can fill the 
world without you recognizing your action. Whereas 
everyone else is delighted, you yourself alone are 
indifferent, unaffected, serene and calm, inscrutable, 
evincing no signs, like an infant in the womb, containing a 
mass of basic energy rising and descending, circulating 
unceasingly, corresponding to the circulation between sky 
and earth, with utterly no sense of a final resting place. 

When other people contrive while you yourself do not, this 
is the majority having extra room to accommodate 
themselves, while you yourself ultimately forget the world 
and stand alone, far beyond what most people can know or 
can reach. As others see you, few would not call you a 
dunce, but on introspection you’re only aware of cleaning 



your mind, retiring into privacy, being at peace with your 
nature and sure of your destiny—is this the mind of an 
ignoramus? It’s just that the very wise appear 
unsophisticated, and the highly skilled appear inexpert. 
Otherwise, how could they get people to enjoy their work 
and be at peace in their homes by making such an 
impression that psychological influence takes rapid effect? 

Everything like this comes from embracing the wholeness 
of the absolute, like an egg that hasn’t hatched, with no way 
to see whether it’s yin or yang. And you have no conscious 
knowledge either. Worldly people are very bright, finding 
out about everything; I alone am in the dark, not discerning 
anything at all. Worldly people are very inquisitive, 
clarifying everything; I alone am indifferent, not 



understanding anything. Is this really being dull and 
ignorant, indifferent and unaware? It is just concealing 
your tracks, hiding your light, lodging thorough awareness 
in simplicity and innocence. Over time, the elixir forms 
and develops, your character becomes sagacious, and you 
become an eternally indestructible immortal. 

Hie magnitude and influence of that are like sky and earth 
going dark, myriad forms all enclosed inside thought. Its 
marvel and miraculous nature are like moving clouds and 
flowing water not stopping anywhere; all beings grow 
herein. 

Viewed from the outside, most people have some use in the 
world; I alone am intractable and unsophisticated. Speaking 



in reference to the inside, the Way is higher and finer; you 
become an extraordinary, exceptional, unique, special 
sage. This is how you get to be an individual different from 
others, and be beyond the reach of others. 

This is because ordinary people rush outwardly in a flurry, 
losing their original nature. Sages attend to the inside, 
preserving their intrinsic nature. Sages differ from 
ordinary people only in returning from the temporal to the 
primal. The temporal is sense, offspring energy; the primal 
is essence, the mother energy. Returning from sense to 
essence is like a child cleaving to its mother. Hence the 
text says lvalue seeking food from the mother. 


Mencius said, “Tire path of learning is nothing but seeking 



to liberate the mind.” Tire distinction between the sage and 
the lunatic is in a single moment of thought. Is the Way 
remote? Are there so many techniques? If people want to 
practice the Way, if they don’t seek it in the signless 
infinity of emptiness, then what will they work on? So it is 
said, “The mysterious female, the mysterious female—the 
true mysterious female is not in the heart and not in the 
genitals. Find out the beginning of the birth of the body and 
endowment with energy; don’t wonder that the mechanism 
of nature has been totally divulged.” Where is the 
beginning of the birth of the body, ultimately? 

Contemplate this and you’re halfway there! 

The opening statement that sages are beyond learning 
means they have attained eternity, bliss, selfhood, and 



purity. Urey have no worries at all. In daily life, their 
habits all go back to unspoiled nature, unprocessed, 
unaffected and unsullied. This is what is called as you look 
up, the higher it seems, so people have no way to fathom 
them. In reality they can be emulated but not imitated. 

Reflecting on their accomplishment, though so 
consummate as this, what sets them apart is no more than a 
moment of thought, the difference between seriousness 
and self-indulgence. Should people fear the immeasurable 
heights and depths, shrink back and fail to advance? Master 
Yan said, “What kind of man was the sage king Shun, and 
what kind of man am I?” Even an activist had this attitude. 

It is truly no lie. 



However, this is not the same as learning insensate 
voidness, which has no concrete accomplishment evident in 
the world. Sages personally illustrate their virtues to 
achieve the renewal of the people and enable the people to 
relish virtue and imbibe harmony, going about happily under 
the sun of leadership that lights up the heavens. 

What way is this Way? To be true to your own nature, true 
to the nature of others, true to the nature of all beings and 
things. Indeed, when fulfilling nature reaches this, what 
else is there to learn? It is no more than feeding on the 
mother energy. 

Another commentary says that “beyond learning” means 
that when the learning of sages has stopped, there is no 



other worry. The only thing to fear is when there is 
response without questioning between right and wrong, gain 
and loss. ‘Yes” is not necessarily exactly ‘Yessir!” but the 
distance between them is actually not far. Good and bad are 
originally distinct and different, yet their distinction can be 
subtle. This is something people ought to be wary of, and 
should not fail to recognize. 

It also says that in the text where it says they can’t help 
fearing, the use of the word Year” twice is mistaken. 

From never exhausted on says that people who practice 
the Way must be wholly innocent before they can find the 
opening of the mysterious pass; therefore everyone is 
knowledgeable; I alone am ignorant. Everyone is 
bright; I alone am in the dark. This is actually 



cultivating the opening of the mysterious pass, the reality 
of the infinite, the balance of yin and yang, the very root 
from which we humans draw energy. This is considered the 
mother energy. 

It also says that the elixir pill of positive energy is called 
the mother energy, and if people can ingest this, they can 
prolong life. This explanation is also correct. 



